Nova Southeastern University

NSUWorks
CEC Theses and Dissertations

College of Engineering and Computing

2008

Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous
Undergraduate Distance Education Courses
Donna J. Myers
Nova Southeastern University, drdonnamyers@gmail.com

This document is a product of extensive research conducted at the Nova Southeastern University College of
Engineering and Computing. For more information on research and degree programs at the NSU College of
Engineering and Computing, please click here.

Follow this and additional works at: https://nsuworks.nova.edu/gscis_etd
Part of the Computer Sciences Commons

Share Feedback About This Item
NSUWorks Citation
Donna J. Myers. 2008. Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous Undergraduate Distance Education Courses. Doctoral dissertation.
Nova Southeastern University. Retrieved from NSUWorks, Graduate School of Computer and Information Sciences. (743)
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/gscis_etd/743.

This Dissertation is brought to you by the College of Engineering and Computing at NSUWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in CEC Theses and
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of NSUWorks. For more information, please contact nsuworks@nova.edu.

Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous Undergraduate
Distance Education Courses

by
Donna J. Myers

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
in
Computing Technology in Education

Graduate School of Computer and Information Sciences
Nova Southeastern University
2008

We hereby certify that this dissertation, submitted by Donna Jean Myers, conforms to
acceptable standards and is fully adequate in scope and quality to fulfill the dissertation
requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

_____________________________________________
Timothy Ellis, Ph.D.
Chairperson of Dissertation Committee

________________
Date

_____________________________________________
Maxine Cohen, Ph.D.
Dissertation Committee Member

________________
Date

_____________________________________________
Yair Levy, Ph.D.
Dissertation Committee Member

________________
Date

Approved:
____________________________________________
Edward Lieblein, Ph.D.
Dean

________________
Date

Graduate School of Computer and Information Sciences
Nova Southeastern University
2008

Abstract of a Dissertation Submitted to Nova Southeastern University
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous Undergraduate
Distance Education Courses
by
Donna J. Myers
July 2008

The purpose of this study was to determine quality indicators within asynchronous
distance education undergraduate courses at an accredited institution. The definition of
quality is in and of itself obscure. Therefore, the identification of indicators or
characteristics of quality in courses was a primary focus. The identification of such
characteristics was based on input from the primary stakeholders in distance education,
namely, the students, the administrators, and the instructors. Collecting data from each
stakeholder group allowed for a comparison of those characteristics of quality deemed
most important by each group. Initially an expert panel meeting was conducted to help
categorize topic areas of importance as gleaned from the literature. Those topics were the
basis for survey items that were submitted to a body of students, instructors, and
administrators involved in distance education undergraduate courses.
The survey was emailed to 2,360 participants that included 60 administrators, 300
instructors, and 2,000 students. The response rate was 60% from the administrator group,
61% from the instructors, and 22.8% from the students for a total of 675 responses or a
28.6% return rate. The responses to the survey were analyzed using descriptive and
inferential statistics. A comparison of the responses from the three stakeholder groups
was performed.
The data analyses indicated that each group agreed that technical issues, course design,
class procedures and expectations, interaction, and content delivery are factors that
identify quality in distance education courses. A consensus among all stakeholders as to
what constitutes quality could be the catalyst for possible improvements to distance
education courses in the future. Distance education is still forging new ground and input
from the stakeholders should be advantageous for advancing and improving the quality of
courses.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Problem Statement
Distance learning (DL) is proving to be popular with students and lucrative for
institutions (Hanna & Associates, 2000; Institute for Higher Education, 2000). However,
distance learning programs in their 21st century format are charting new territories in
teaching and learning. Forging new territories creates the need to measure the quality of
this delivery mode. McGorry (2003) expounded on the fact that distance learning is
popular but that little is known about what makes these courses quality learning
experiences.
To date there has been much debate in the literature regarding what constitutes
quality in distance education. As will be seen, a large body of the literature defined
quality in terms of specific values. Levy and Murphy (2002) defined values as factors
that influence course effectiveness. Allen and Seaman (2003) for example, discussed
results disclosed from a 2003 Sloan survey of 994 schools with a focus on quality as
revealed by course learning outcomes. The comparison of learning outcomes between
distance learning courses and face- to- face courses showed that the majority of public
and private sector schools feel that learning outcomes are equal in either format. The
prevailing position by most of the schools surveyed was that defining learning outcomes
will continue to improve for distance learning as more experience in this medium is
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achieved. Berge (1998) and Kennedy, Nowak, Raghuraman, Thomas, and Davis (2000)
however, suggested that the distance learning format opens easy access to student
cheating which may usurp the previous enthusiasm over learning outcomes. Students who
cheat cannot be felt to have met course objectives; so the focus on quality as indicated by
learning outcomes may be in doubt.
Student and instructor communication within the online environment has been
suggested as another value factor that is an indication of quality. Arbaugh (2001)
suggested that the limitations for student-to-student and student-to-instructor interactions
within distance learning can impact the quality of a course. Lack of interaction
opportunities can leave students and instructors feeling isolated and disillusioned about
the course environment and dissatisfied with the learning experience. Arbaugh continued
by stating that communication is considered a key component of the educational process
and a necessary function of human socialization. Brooks (2003), referring to Arbaugh’s
conclusions, agreed that reducing the isolation felt by users of the distance format is
necessary. However, Brooks elaborated on quality issues beyond student/instructor
communication as she stressed the attitudes of all stakeholders. In agreement with
Brooks’ thought, this study will also approach quality as viewed by the major
stakeholders presupposing that the quality of a course can be adversely affected by
instructor, student, and administrator attitudes.
There is a propensity to compare online learning with face-to-face instruction,
which in turn may impact the ability to identify quality indicators. Carnevale (2001)
made attempts to discourage this type of comparison by pointing out some differences
between online learners and traditional students, such as online learners tend to have
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work experience and draw upon experiences for learning. On the other hand, Eaton
(2001), speaking for the Council for Higher Education Accreditation, concluded that it
has been difficult to reinvent educational standards for distance learning, and in effect the
comparison to traditional classes remains. The ability to separate these two forms of
delivery may lead to a more defined set of quality indicators for distance learning. The
focus of this study will involve undergraduate asynchronous distance learning courses
and the ability to detach DL from traditional learning might be advantageous in
elucidating quality indicators that are specific to DL.
These examples touched upon a few of the issues that make defining quality in
distance learning courses difficult. The list could easily include more issues such as
student perceptions of online learning. Student perceptions and satisfaction are debated
issues as suggested by Barbera’s (2004) view that student satisfaction is not a good
indicator of quality. The thought is that establishing the quality of instruction based on
opinion can lead to evaluation errors that disrupt the educational community as Barbera
states, “…nor does it seem correct to base all the dynamics of such a complex system as
education on the student’s opinion, even less so if what they express is satisfaction or
dissatisfaction” (p. 15). However, Kuh (2001) and Levy (2007) suggested that student
satisfaction is tantamount to success and evidenced by pedagogical approaches shifting
toward a student centered way of teaching and learning.
The issues of course quality continue with numerous questions regarding
instructor abilities and attitudes, delivery modes within distance education, and many
others. Thus, along with the topics listed above, if distance education appeals to differing
audiences (age, experience, etc.), the absence of face-to-face classroom experiences
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impact learning, and if the mode of delivery requires specific skills (Ansah & Johnson,
2003; Palloff & Pratt, 2002), then research should be conducted to examine and
determine what constitutes quality in distance learning.

Goal
The goal of this research was be to identify the criteria that may be indicative of
quality in undergraduate asynchronous distance learning courses and to develop and
validate the criteria set by presentation to the stakeholders for review. A descriptive study
design was used to define the differences, if any, in quality as perceived by the major
stakeholders: students, instructors, and administrators. The need for such clarification of
quality has been discussed in the literature.
Roblyer and Wiencke (2003) made an in depth search into the value of distance
learning interaction. A driving force behind their research was the need for clarity and
measurable results regarding quality in interaction. They felt that this lack of definition of
what constitutes quality has hindered the “transfer from theory and research to design
practices” (p. 77). This same concept holds true for much of distance learning. The
inability to measure quality is due in large part to the inadequate definitions of what is
quality. The Roblyer and Wiencke study continued its discussion by stating the need for a
rubric that is based on the “synthesis of identifiable and measurable elements” (p. 81).
The impact of their study showed that the identification and ability to assess observable
indicators can be a tool by which improvements and advancements toward course
effectiveness can be founded. Barbera (2004) agreed more vehemently by stating that to
date there is no acceptable proof that educational principles are being implemented in
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distance learning courses. She placed emphasis on the fact that there is limited research
that evaluates the quality of distance learning because methods of evaluation are wanting.
Another study conducted by Levy and Murphy (2002) stated that the development of a
‘framework’ for measuring student values and perceptions could disclose information
about course effectiveness. Levy and Murphy administered a questionnaire to students to
gather data in regard to their views about what added value to the learning experience.
These studies strove to develop a means by which to collect tangible evidence
describing various indications of effectiveness in online learning. The intended goal for
all such studies is valuable information that can be used for improvements and
advancements for distance teaching and learning. This study endeavored to provide
information regarding the quality indicators of distance education that lead to effective
teaching and learning and contribute to the existing body of knowledge to help promote
improvements and advancements for distance education.

Research Questions
The following research questions were addressed in this study:
1) What do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators for
distance learning courses?
2) How do student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality indicators
compare?

Relevance and Significance
Institutions of higher education in the 21st century find themselves in a quandary.
Twenty-first century standards and values are raising questions about the applicability of
established criteria, traditions, and established academic standards for today’s college
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students. Technology and its increasing role in education must also be analyzed and the
issues and concerns need to be considered in higher education. The changing nature of
education in the 21st century raises questions about one of academia’s foremost beliefs:
that pedagogy is still at the core of teaching and learning (Abramson, 1999), and
delivering a quality education to students is paramount.
Academia’s long cherished history based on tradition and established standards of
quality, as noted by Eaton (2002), are being challenged by the distance learning format.
Pond (2002) concurred as he suggested that the ideas of educational quality that are
centuries old are now in question as to whether their purpose, methods or even their
population bear any resemblance to today’s education system. The accreditation process,
as Eaton stated is one of the oldest and most relied upon methods of ensuring that a
quality education is being delivered. However, she acknowledged that distance learning
is challenging the precepts of accreditation in several areas, including that of institutional
autonomy, intellectual authority of faculty, reputation of degrees, and collegiality.
Distance learning presents problems for accrediting agencies as they try to establish
guidelines for gauging distance learning’s contribution to education. Eaton acknowledged
that accreditation associations are having difficulty reconciling the characteristics of
distance learning to established criteria and that many agencies report that standards for
traditional education are being used to measure distance courses or that they are still in
the process of developing the requirements. It is not that the agencies are unconcerned
about developing standards (DuMont, 2002), as they presented many key concerns
regarding faculty, educational outcomes, assessment issues, and more. The uncertainty
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with which these accrediting agencies approach distance learning programs is indicative
of the perplexing problems distance learning creates.
Technology is forcing a reconsideration of education’s traditional and well
established ideals as suggested above by Pond (2002) and Eaton (2002). The advent of
technology, the changing face of society, and the increasing demands on the population at
large are redefining the nature of and increasing the focus on higher education. The
students of the 21st century need education that suits their needs and fits their current life
style. Typically, many of today’s students have schedules that include full time
employment and family obligations (Schifter, 2000). It is the atypical student who can set
aside these obligations in pursuit of a college degree. Fortunately, the number of
institutions willing to accommodate the 21st century student is on the rise. Many
institutions have realigned their degree programs, faculty, and staff to cater to the adult
student (Jones, Lindner, Murphy, & Dooley, 2002).
Distance learning is growing in popularity as a delivery method for today’s
students. Carnevale and Olsen (2003) found that DL is on the rise and attribute its success
in part to faculty and administrators who are learning to recognize what works well in
this format and what does not work well. Recognition of what does and does not work
well is necessitated by the need to incorporate or remove techniques of proven success or
failure. Distance learning has changed considerably over the years. Technology has made
earlier forms, such as correspondence courses and video taped classes, almost obsolete.
Technological changes happen quickly and formats that are heralded as the premiere DL
platform may be obsolete in a year or two. The exciting and varied mediums offered for
DL presentation do not, however, ensure course quality (Barbera, 2004). Barbera argued
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that the ability to supply information via technology does not necessarily translate into an
actual training process where student learning occurs. She also questioned whether
educational criteria are being overshadowed by the use of interesting technologies, where
technology was the focus, as opposed to a focus on student outcomes. The integrity of
educational standards and the ability to ensure quality courses can be lost in the
enthusiasm to implement technology.
One of the problems with DL delivery is the lack of measurement of the quality of
the education being delivered (Fine, 2000; Benson, 2003) and the lack of a standardized
definition of quality. The paradigm shift that is being unveiled as distance learning moves
forward creates the need for concrete evidence of course quality. This paradigm shift is
learner-centered with the student taking a very active role in his or her education (Jones
et al., 2002; Pond, 2002). This active role is evident in student course participation, but is
taken a step further when, as Navarro and Shoemaker (2000) observed students now
show a great concern for the quality of their education. Parscal (2000) stated that students
of the 21st century are seeking courses that are technologically advanced, learner centered,
and suitable to their individual needs. Hiltz, Coppola, Turoff, and Benbunan-Fitch (2000)
agreed as they recognized that the paradigm shift was creating approaches toward
education that allow students to be responsible for acquisition of course material and
content while placing the instructor in a more passive role as a guide. Truman-Davis,
Futch, Thompson, and Yonekura (2000) expanded by stating the paradigm shift allows
for a setting in which instructors motivate dialogue among students to create a
relationship between course content and life experiences. Instructors are being
encouraged to motivate dialogue but not to dominate. Shea (1997) noted these changes in
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paradigm are indicative of the 21st century student’s need to take a closer look at what he
or she is purchasing. McGorry (2003) summarized these changes by stating that it is
necessary to acknowledge the paradigm shift and revisions of existing policies to meet
student demand yet reinforce course integrity. The need to discern what constitutes
course quality is then, not only crucial to institutional standards and reputation, but the
sophistication of the 21st century student is now demanding proof that a quality education
is being delivered.
Defining quality indicators in DL is hindered to some degree by its constant
comparison to traditional, on-site classes. Despite the fact that studies have declared that
the effectiveness of DL is equal to the traditional classroom experience (McGorry, 2003;
Russell, 1999) the comparisons continue. This continuing comparison to traditional
teaching does a disservice to DL in that, as Eaton (2001) suggested, evaluating distance
learning based on traditional standards is disguising the real challenges presented by
distance education in relation to the core academic values established by accreditation
associations. If there are specific characteristics of quality established for the traditional
classroom, and if there is no significant difference between DL and on-site classes, it
would seem that those same characteristics should be associated with DL. This train of
thought is perplexing in that, the learning experience may suggest no difference, yet there
is a difference in how the two formats represent the teaching and learning experience. In
essence, the outcome of the two formats may be similar, but defining quality in each may
require divergent paths. The educational experience appears to be adaptable to the online
environment, but defining the quality indicators is still a mystery. The literature is replete
with opinion pieces deciding the value and usefulness of DL as a means to earning a
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higher degree. As Levy and Murphy (2002) stated, the quality of education has to be able
to be determined if DL is to be considered a viable, respected mode of delivery.
Some literature has indicated benchmarks for success in DL (Carnevale, 2001;
Eaton, 2002; Jorgenson, 2003; Morrison & Barone, 2003) that include learning
effectiveness, faculty support/satisfaction, student support/satisfaction, evaluation, and
many others. These benchmarks are attempts to ensure course quality. Although quality is
addressed from specific perspectives, questions still remain. For example, Phipps and
Merisotis (2000) completed a study that suggested measures that could be established as
standards. This particular study concluded with seven areas of importance: institutional
support, student support, faculty support, development of courses, the teaching and
learning process, structure of the course, and evaluation and assessment.
The Sloan-C designed the “five pillars” of quality that included similar yet
different perceptions than that of Phipps and Merisotis (2000). The Sloan-C quality
indicators focused on faculty, student satisfaction, learning effectiveness, cost
effectiveness, and access (Mayadas, Bourne, & Moore, 2003). In addition, Eaton (2002)
recognized the importance of accreditation agencies and acknowledged their willingness
to establish standards and the complexities with which they are confronted. In particular,
accreditation associations are striving to build a framework from which to establish
quality criteria for DL. It is essential for quality control that criteria are designed by
which to evaluate the effectiveness of DL courses at institutions. There has been progress
in that accreditation agencies are open to innovative ways of evaluating online learning.
For example, progressive ways of evaluations are evidenced by agencies having reviewed
and revised the outdated 12-hour rule (Carnevale, 2002) of face-to-face instruction since
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the advent of teaching and learning at a distance. Even while efforts are being put into
establishing and clarifying standards of quality, questions still remain. Many have
suggested that DL is changing the nature of the physical and pedagogical aspects of
teaching and learning (Eaton 2001; Niederhauser & Stoddart, 2001; Parker, 2004). For
example, can a specific set of standards be adaptable to the changes experienced in
technology on an almost daily basis? Will standards be accepted by administrators,
instructors, and students? While the debate continues, there is a need for research that
will help to clarify some of the questions concerning course quality, so that the answers
can be formulated.
The standardization of quality indicators will increase the strategic management
abilities of school administrators when creating and evaluating their courses. Universities
will find the research helpful in determining if their courses are considered reputable and
in what areas they excel or need improving. Accreditation associations and institutional
review boards will find such indicators a useful tool in preparing guidelines and policies
to help ensure the effectiveness of distance education. To date accreditation agencies are
struggling with their guidelines. Eaton (2001) suggested that the growth of distance
learning and the diversity of the institutions providing distance education have made it
difficult to outline specific guidelines for ensuring course quality. She reiterated the topic
of shifts in paradigm and noted that the responsibility for determining standards of
quality may vary from faculty members to staff to corporate boards depending on the
institution format. Eaton also suggested that the very meaning of a college degree is
changing from the standard reward for completion of course programs to that of a reward
for completion of “an idiosyncratic amalgam of educational experiences selected by the

12
student from a number of unrelated institutions” (p. 10). Morrison and Barone (2003)
observed this same trend as they examined the changing nature of how courses are
offered and credits are granted.
The complexities of distance learning are being complicated further by the fact
that even though accreditation associations are developing new standards for DL, as
Benson (2003) and Rovai (2003) noted, these standards tend to be structured according to
the same categories as traditional learning. Benson continued by suggesting that
acccreditors are assuming that expectations for quality must be the same for both distance
learning and traditional classes. These authors depicted a view of distance learning
standards and quality that leaves an opening for continued research. The lack of
consistency and agreement in approaching quality indicators and standards encouraged
the need for this current study into the complexities of DL quality. Instructors and
students will find that guidelines that have been developed based on research will help in
the development of reputable courses that can focus on a teaching and learning
experience that is equal to or superior to traditional offerings. The availability of a
framework describing quality indicators will be useful for evaluation of courses. Massey
(2003) found that an institution’s ability to perform internal audits for disclosing course
quality indicators provides an opportunity for achieving change. The difficulty lies in
isolating the indicators so that audits can be more universally utilized. Therefore, it is
necessary to clarify the values, those characteristics of courses that instill quality (Levy &
Murphy, 2002; Sederberg, 2003). A study of this nature is warranted at this time in the
life cycle of distance education. Any study that adds to the existing knowledge base for
DL will be significant and have an impact on higher education. The identification of
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quality measurements helps in serving to verify the usefulness and academic integrity of
distance learning courses.
The focus of this study was to determine the course quality indicators as identified
by the major stakeholders: faculty, students, and administrators. Valentine (2002) found
that part of the quality in distance education courses rests with the attitudes of the faculty
and administration. He discovered that conflicting attitudes regarding the use of
technology, course design, and delivery can impact the performance of faculty and
administrators and influence quality. Jones et al. (2002) discovered that differing
opinions between faculty and administrators in regard to technical skills, training, support,
and other concerns can lead to discrepancies in course consistency and quality. The
student as a primary stakeholder is obvious and as seen earlier, students are interested in
knowing that they are paying for and receiving a quality education. Placing the focus of
this study on the stakeholders afforded the opportunity for a comparison of perspectives
from the main participants involved in the frontline of distance learning course.

Barriers and Issues
The growth of distance learning has brought many issues to the surface. The many
stakeholders in DL may have different perspectives on quality indicators. Administrators
that produce and deliver DL courses may have a different view of course quality than do
students and faculty. An administrator may have as a focus the production of a product
that returns sizeable revenue. Massey (2003) observed that policy maker’s concerns over
college costs and tuition increases does little to resolve the questions weighing upon
quality.
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A faculty member who holds his or her teaching material and teaching style to
high standards, who stakes his or her career and reputation on the ability to produce an
educational setting that facilitates learning, may see a side of distance learning that
administrators never experience. There are many reasons faculty members choose to
teach online or, in fact, choose not to teach online. A study conducted by McKenzie,
Mims, Bennett, and Waugh (2000) found that faculty members are confronted with
concerns about interaction with students, lack of planning time, lack of technical support,
and heavy workloads just to name a few. These issues can potentially impede the quality
of the course being delivered.
The distance learning student, who is working a full time job, attending to family
and financial matters and trying to earn a degree online, may have yet another perspective
about this form of teaching and learning. Student anxiety levels concerning some major
characteristics of distance learning are the instructor and instruction, technology skills,
support services, and communications (Brooks, 2003; Carnevale & Olsen, 2003;
Richardson, Long, & Woodley, 2003). Grouping together these different perspectives and
finding quality measures that address each of these concerns is a daunting task. Issues
such as these may be a reason for the lack of consistency in quality guidelines in the
distance learning arena.
Evaluation of course quality when viewed from these different perspectives
makes it difficult to isolate specific common themes that can be used to design a
comprehensive list of quality indicators. Ellis (2003) noted that an evaluation of
educational programs is hindered by the lack of agreement on what characteristics of
programs determine quality and how best to measure the characteristics once identified.
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The rapid evolution of distance learning and the lack of specific guidelines from
accreditation agencies make a study of this nature difficult to conduct. There is also the
problem of discerning a workable set of quality indicators and amassing a population
stable enough to be examined. To date, DL has been evaluated based on preexisting
standards as dictated by accreditation associations replicating quality standards based on
traditional teaching methods (Eaton, 2002). Barbera (2004) observed, measurement of
quality criteria to date has produced little empirical evidence of effectiveness and
therefore, the development of a valid instrument to measure quality and effectiveness is
dependent upon the formulation of good operational definitions of effectiveness and
quality. Definitions of quality and effectiveness create a barrier in that the development
and use of these definitions dictates and limits the scope of possible responses.

Limitations
Finding a stable population of administrators, professors, and students in distance
learning programs was a limiting issue. Although the target population was readily
available, the fact that the research was based on opinions suggested that the subjects
evaluated their own performance. For instance, Stewart, Hong, and Strudler (2004) and
Stewart (2001) observed that instruments that measure perspectives “are useful in
characterizing a questionnaire through the eyes of the participants” (p. 132) but a
thorough literature review may disclose items that could have been overlooked. Smith
and Smith (1966) suggested that measures based on attitudes/opinions “predict neither
learning nor performance in a particular situation” (p. 304). Therefore, research based on
opinions could possibly bias some of the return answers. However, the researcher viewed
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distance learning from the perspectives of students, faculty, and administrators which
helped to reduce bias.
The response rate to the survey created a limiting factor. There was no monetary
or gift incentive for participants to complete the survey. The only incentive was to add to
the body of knowledge and to help improve the quality of distance education which may
have accounted for a reduced response rate. In addition, the raw number of possible
student responses was much higher than the possible administrator and instructor
responses due to the larger population of students.
Researcher bias was a limiting factor in that the researcher serves primarily as a
distance learning administrator. Therefore, the development of survey items could have
been unintentionally impacted by this bias. However, the reduction or elimination of
research bias was addressed by using the expert panel’s assistance in the development of
the survey items.
Participants in the study took the survey via the Internet. The asynchronous
format precluded discussion or questioning of individual survey items for more clarity if
desired by the participant. Therefore, participants may have interpreted questions in
different ways which may have impacted their responses. It was necessary to refrain from
delivery of a lengthy survey that might have discouraged participation in the study. As a
result, some topic areas might not have received the exposure they warranted.
The constant changes to technology and the impacts on distance education
capabilities could have impacted the responses from participants. Kuh (2001) noted that
redesigning instruments to fit new formats could affect how the participants answer the
questions. The survey results could change depending on the technology and timeframe

17
in which it is delivered. New technological capabilities may even make some questions
irrelevant in the future.

Delimitations
The participants for the study were confined to those involved with undergraduate
distance education courses. Results from the study may not be generalizable to
populations of distance education at the graduate level. The study represented
asynchronous undergraduate distance education and may not have returned results that
are indicative of synchronous distance education.
In an effort to make the study manageable, the participants of the study were
confined to a population of only one of Troy University’s stateside regions, namely the
Southeast Region. The exception was the population group of administrators. The
percentage of administrators was small compared to the student and instructor
populations. In an effort to increase the participation and response rate for the
administrator group, participants were solicited from within and outside the selected
region, to include campuses in the Troy University Florida, Western, Atlantic, and
Alabama regions. The region chosen for the study is the university’s largest region and
may not have been indicative of populations in smaller regions of the Troy University
system or of those located overseas.

Assumptions
For the purposes of this study the following assumption were made:
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1. The quality of distance education at the undergraduate level was worthy of
investigation.
2. The topic areas identified in the literature review provided an appropriate guide from
which to develop the survey topic areas.
3. The participants were affiliated with distance education at the time of the study in the
capacity of student, instructor, or administrator.
4. Responses to the survey were honest and to the best of the participants’ knowledge.
5. Respondents accurately selected their participation group so as to present an accurate
representation of the three stakeholder groups.

Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study the following operational definitions were used:
Accreditation. Accreditation is the process by which an institution identifies its
purpose and dedication to specified educational objectives. The institution adheres to its
mission by striving to achieve the highest standards of quality through self-regulation and
with the assistance of peer review (Principles of Accreditation, 2004). It is the
certification by a recognized body that the institution has passed a thorough examination
and has demonstrated that it can address the goals it has set for itself to ensure quality
educational practices (DETC, 2004).
Asynchronous learning. Asynchronous learning is defined as an environment
involving asynchronous interaction, one devoid of face-to-face contact, and with no
physical location. The environment is virtual with interaction and information exchange
conducted online (Jaffee, 1998). It is communication in which interaction between sender
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and receiver does not take place simultaneously; there is a time delay between delivery
and receipt of information. (Lucas, 2002).
Benchmark. Benchmarks are principles and guidelines that have been identified
by numerous organizations as characteristic of quality in distance education. The
characteristic is one that benefits the quality of distance education programs by being a
standard for which to strive (Phipps & Merisotis, 2000).
Best practices. Best practices are guidelines for teaching and learning that have
been based on research in teaching and learning (Chickering & Gamson, 1987).
Distance learning/education. Distance learning is a model in which the student
and instructor are separated by time and place and communicate via a virtual
environment (Dumont, 2002).
Quality. The term quality has many definitions and arriving at a workable and
acceptable definition for distance education is one of the purposes for this study. For the
purposes of this study a definition of quality has been developed that includes addressing
the major concerns of all stakeholders and the implementation of steps taken to
accommodate those concerns so that a favorable result is reached by way of student
accomplishment of course learning objectives
Quality indicators. For the purposes of this study quality indicators are
characteristics of distance education that might prove beneficial in adapting revisions to
distance education to improve quality performance.
Stakeholders. The stakeholders are those who are affiliated with the
implementation, delivery, and participation of distance education. The stakeholders by
name are the administrators, instructors/faculty, and the students. The stakeholders are
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those whose participation and communication can instill collegiality and shared
governance to make revisions to distance education and policies (Eaton, 2002).

Summary
The problem to be addressed was that of isolating quality indicators in distance
education courses at the undergraduate level. The indicators or characteristics of quality
as perceived by the primary stakeholders of students, instructors, and administrators were
used to develop a tool that could be used to help evaluate distance learning courses. A
literature review provided the topic areas to be addressed. The topics were presented for
discussion to a panel of experts to help isolate the areas considered most important. The
topics considered most critical to distance education’s quality were used to develop items
for a survey to be delivered to the stakeholder group populations.
The goal of the study was to determine the topics that each stakeholder group
considered to be indicative of quality in distance education in answer to the first research
question, “What do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators
for distance education courses?” In addition, a comparison of the three stakeholder group
responses was used to determine if the stakeholders differ in their perspectives of quality
indicators to help answer the second research question, “How do students, faculty, and
administrator perceptions of quality indicators compare?”
Chapter one introduced the study and research questions as well as provided a
purpose for the study. Chapter two presents the review of literature and its relationship to
the study. In particular the review of literature is used to elaborate on the difficulty of
defining quality as well as help to define the categories that might be considered quality
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issues. The chapter presents sections to include an overview of distance education and
difficulties in defining quality in distance education. The chapter continues with a section
on attempts to define quality. This section presents evidence on why quality indicators
are difficult to identify and why it is necessary to make the attempt. The chapter
concludes with a section on the stakeholders and their relationship to distance education.
Chapter three presents the study’s design. It begins with an introduction
describing the utility of survey instruments for this type of study. The chapter continues
with the purpose and development process for the survey instrument as related to the
research questions. The next section in this chapter describes the stakeholder groups that
participated in the study. The chapter concludes with sections devoted to describing the
data collection and analysis, requirements necessary to perform the study, and resources
that were required.
Chapter four presents the findings and data analysis of the stakeholder survey
while chapter five presents a discussion of these results and some implications for future
distance learning research.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature

Overview
Distance learning’s contribution to education needs to be expressed as more than
just a convenient delivery mode. Distance learning’s future may very well depend on its
ability to prove its reputation through the infusion of quality in its courses as students and
institutions strive for proof of reputable courses and degrees. A review of the literature
disclosed some of the obstacles and topics of concern surrounding quality in DL. The
review discusses the difficulty of defining quality, some attempts to define quality in
distance learning, and the importance of stakeholder opinions when grappling with
distance learning quality issues.

Difficulty Defining Quality
For the purpose of this study it was necessary to define the term “quality” in
relation to education regardless of delivery mode. Parker (2004) noted that defining
quality is very difficult because quality is a relative experience, “realized in large part
through an individual’s level of expectation” (p. 387). Barbera (2004) stated that “the
term quality is fragile and empty of meaning, but we defend quality based not on
structural and organizational topics but in terms of academic achievements, that is, the
knowledge-building process experienced by the student” (p. 13). Parker and Barbara
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seemed to agree about the ambiguity of the term “quality”. They also seemed to agree
about who should oversee quality requirements as each author described the necessity of
reaching an agreement among stakeholders as to the purpose behind quality. Parker’s
observation that “the effectiveness of any quality improvement activities will be as much
a function of the ability to foster agreement around common goals” (p. 387) aligned well
with Barbera’s comment that quality perspectives must be agreed upon by recognized
bodies, both public and private. Tucker (1997) suggested that definitions of quality
should be based on the outcome of a group consensus about quality. He affirmed that the
stakeholders’ opinions will vary depending upon the group’s goals and purposes.
Therefore, a group agreement about the definition of quality could conceivably
encompass the most important aspects of quality in education. Pitt, Watson, and Kavan
(1995) concurred by stating “There is rarely a single, common objective for all
stakeholders” (p. 174) and that “Users may adjust or raise their expectations based on
previous service encounters” (p. 176).
Quality service was the premise for the creation of the Academic Quality
Improvement project (AQIP) (Spangehl, 2000). The project was supported by a three
year grant in an effort to align accreditation processes with institutional internal processes
to improve quality in educational programs. Spangehl’s overview of the project lead him
to conclude that quality is based on an institution’s ability to demonstrate its movement
toward improvement in the areas of core values, teaching and learning, feedback, support,
and students’ educational performance. The project stressed the importance of viewing
quality with student education as the focus as opposed to simply defining quality in
regard to the institutional processes and management. The involvement of the
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stakeholders and their needs was critical to the design of the project. The success of the
project is encouraging as more recently, AQIP had over 100 schools participating in the
program. The project is dedicated to incorporating stakeholder needs into programs that
deliver high quality performance by meeting or exceeding the stakeholder needs, (AQIP
website, 2005).
A study by Chickering and Gamson (1987) led to the development of the Seven
Principles (see Table 1) considered indicative of effective educational practices. The
catalyst for this study was the desire to improve undergraduate education. A select group
of scholars who had conducted research on the college experience, organizational,
economic and policy issues in higher education were gathered to discuss and create a set
of guiding principles for quality improvements in undergraduate education (Chickering &
Gamson, 1999). The participants agreed to create a statement that included nine or fewer
guiding principles and that would be understandable to the various stakeholders in
undergraduate education. The result of the meeting was the creation of the Seven
Principles. The first three principles dealt with interaction as they encouraged contact
between students and faculty, cooperation among students, and active learning techniques.
The remaining principles giving prompt feedback, an emphasis on time on task, high
expectations for students, and respect for diverse talents and ways of learning round out a
perspective on quality in education that suggests guidelines for improving teaching and
learning.
The Seven Principles were written in an era that predates the use of technology in
education. However, the principles have easily survived and adapted well to the
technological age of distance education. Chickering and Ehrmann (1996) discussed the
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way technology advances the Seven Principles. Technological applications have made
use of the principles more efficient as communication and interaction are enhanced via
Table 1. Seven Principles of Good Practice
1. Good practice encourages interaction between students and faculty.
2. Good practice encourages interaction and collaboration between students.
3. Good practice uses active learning techniques.
4. Good practice gives prompt feedback.
5. Good practice emphasizes time on task.
6. Good practice communicates high expectations.
7. Good practice respects diversity --- talents, experience, and ways of learning.

the Internet. Technology has also changed the way in which students learn (Barclay, 2001;
Brooks, 2003; Norum, Grabinger, & Duffield, 1999) which aligns well with the principle
of respecting diverse talents and ways of learning. The principles were originally
developed to improve education. The principles are adaptable to various ways of learning
and can be used as a guide for all stakeholders involved in education.
Kuh (2001) conducted a study in conjunction with the National Study of Student
Engagement (NSSE). The NSSE study was undertaken in an effort to assess student
learning and improve education quality. The NSSE surmised that effective educational
practices could simultaneously represent quality indicators in education. This study asked
a group of educational leaders and scholars to create questions for a survey that would be
sent to college students. The focus of the questions was on what is important to student
learning and how do students use the resources provided by their schools. The responses
related to issues concerned with how students spend their learning time or time on task,
how students interact with their instructors and course requirements, and how do students
spend their time away from school. The responses offered information for institutions to
allocate expenses to those areas that support student learning. Institutions used the
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response data to monitor their institutional progress toward meeting their mission
statements and improving student learning. The survey was designed and field tested in
1998 and 1999. In the year 2000 approximately 75,000 students took the survey. The
survey is an ongoing study and in 2001 the number of student participants reached
220,000. According to the 2006 NSSE annual report 523 four-year colleges and
universities in the US participated and 34 colleges and universities from Canada allowing
for a student population sampling of approximately 260,000 students. The survey asked
students to indicate if they were taking all online classes. Approximately 4,000 students
responded that they were distance learning student. The average institutional response
rate for the web only format was 41%. The NSSE study continued to find that the
principles set forth in the Seven Principles regarding interaction were considered
important indicators of effective teaching and good instructors provide support systems to
foster interaction. NSSE was another attempt to define quality in education. The
continuous research performed by the NSSE is another indication of the difficulty in
defining quality (Barbera, 2004; Parker, 2004).
One of the recognized bodies referred to above is the accreditation association.
Educational institutions voluntarily subject themselves to approval from regional and/or
national accreditation associations to help protect the high standards they typically set for
themselves, such as institutional autonomy, collegiality, intellectual, and academic
authority (Eaton, 2002). Institutions strive to meet the criteria set forth by these
associations in an effort to prove they are delivering a quality product to students
(Navarro & Shoemaker, 2000). Benson (2003) noted that accreditation involves
principles that include institutional commitment, curriculum guidelines, faculty, and
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evaluations. The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) included in its
reaffirmation process a section dedicated to quality enhancement known as the Quality
Enhancement Plan or QEP (Principles of Accreditation, 2004). The QEP requires that
schools dedicate themselves to enhancing their quality by adhering to among other
factors, their mission statement. The QEP expects schools to perform ongoing
improvements to enhance quality within institutional context and commitment,
curriculum and instruction, faculty support, student support, and evaluation (Commission
on Colleges, 2005). Because the quality requirements depicted in the QEP statement are
left open to interpretation, schools often assemble committees to define the quality
requirements. For example, The Citadel committee approached the QEP statement from
the perspective of improving the transition from high school to college for its unique
population of military students and to enhance their learning and environmental issues
(The Citadel, 2005). Murray State University approached the QEP requirements based on
several issues such as communication, encouraging interaction, measurement capabilities,
and continuous assessment practices (Quality Enhancement Plan, 2003).
The ambiguity and interpretation of quality in education makes it difficult to
create a definition that is universally acceptable. The many studies that are available
regarding quality in education contributed very little to the formulation of a concise
definition of quality. Most studies tended to focus on one or two aspects of education that
required verification of quality. Perhaps the topics that require a review of quality are too
complex to lend themselves to one specific definition. The intensity with which education
is scrutinized and the importance of what is taught makes it imperative that every
possible topic in education be instilled with quality. Quality in education can be viewed
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and measured in regard to course outcomes, student satisfaction, faculty satisfaction,
student support, the availability of resources, and a continuing list of many important
factors. Tucker (1997) perhaps stated the difficulty with quality definitions best by
concluding that there can be no universally accepted definition of quality until there is
agreement among the stakeholders as to a working definition for quality. Research that
collects information regarding stakeholder perceptions of quality in distance education
will help to develop a possible definition that considers quality from the various
perspectives.

Attempts to Define Quality in Distance Learning
The attempt to define quality has led to an expanded vocabulary of what might
constitute quality. Other words often used in lieu of quality are those of accountability,
benchmarking, and best practices. The unique environment of the distance education
arena has created new ways in which to view quality. For instance, viewing student
outcomes as indicative of a quality course may be more difficult to assess in the distance
education environment. Not only is communication and testing dependent upon
technology, but verification of test takers is an added complication. Theories of
interaction and communication are equally dependent upon technology and stakeholders’
abilities to execute quality responses, discussions, and meaningful feedback (Keegan,
1996). The distance education environment requires creative solutions to accepted
processes in traditional education. As will be seen, many articles make an effort to define
quality as being indicated by benchmarks for distance learning success (Carnevale, 2001;
Eaton, 2002; Jorgenson, 2003; Morrison & Barone, 2003). However, the problem
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remains that there are no specific and clearly defined benchmarks that are universally
accepted. In addition, benchmarks are more notably guidelines for best practices rather
than standards of quality (Twigg, 2000). Twigg noted that benchmarks do not include
information regarding the level at which students, faculty, and institutions should perform
and they do not state categorically that the benchmark is what must be done to acquire
quality.
Jorgenson (2003) discussed the benchmarking principles established by the Sloan
Consortium (Lorenzo & Moore, 2002). The Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C) designed the
“five pillars” of quality. The five pillars are as follows: learning effectiveness, cost
effectiveness, access, faculty satisfaction, and student satisfaction. The Sloan-C pillars
were developed based on their effective practices editors who conducted research on
published and unpublished practices in distance education. In addition, the five pillars are
drawn from the principles of continuous quality improvement that encourage feedback
from the stakeholders. Some of the information collected from the study was derived
from questions that asked stakeholders if distance education was as good as face-to-face
education, if it included adequate interaction, are communications and services beneficial,
are learning outcomes being met, are higher order thinking skills being emphasized, are
support services adequate, and are distance education programs cost efficient. The SloanC maintains that viewing quality from five perspectives or pillars shows their
interdependency and provides a well rounded view of quality from the stakeholder
perspectives. The Sloan-C acknowledged differences from traditional learning such as the
importance of access to electronic support services for students and instructors and the
unique characteristics of creating interaction in the online environment. They noted that
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effective practices need to be put into place to ensure access to electronic support and a
learning environment that is secure and as seamless as possible. The Sloan-C practices
are attempts to define DL quality and provide some guidelines to institutions on how to
overcome some of the obstacles created by a distance format. However, the practices are
simply that, suggestions for best practices in distance education. The specifics on how to
institute the practices and how to measure the viability of the practices are lacking, as is
pointed information on what each of the practices actually entails. The changing face of
distance education as it matures along with technology creates the need for continued
research into the efficacy of the five pillars. The Sloan-C framework continued to evolve
along with the changes in distance learning (Mayadas, Bourne, & Moore, 2003).
Subsequent information from the Sloan-C continued focusing on the five pillars which
appeared to be all encompassing. However, viewing quality from only five categories
may inadvertently exclude other topic areas of importance.
In contrast to the view of assessing quality depicted by the Sloan-C, Barbera
(2004) felt that the quality controls in place for distance education were deficient. The
use of quality models to measure distance education often replicate models used for
businesses. Barbera stated that this is an inefficient means of measuring quality as the
goals in education are different than those in the corporate world. In addition, she noted
that student surveys for measuring quality are based on user satisfaction and lead to
inaccurate data as students often do not have sufficient knowledge about the institution
from which to base their opinions. Barbera also dispelled the concept of cost
effectiveness as a means of measuring quality. Costs for distance education are not
always very clear in relation to what is being offered and the technology being supplied.
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Barbera’s (2004) differing opinion of quality led to the discussion of the
development of an instrument in conjunction with the Open University of Catalonia’s
Internet Interdisciplinary Institute or IN3. The IN3 was dissatisfied with quality criteria
being based on organizational or methodological aspects of learning. Instead, the IN3
opinion preferred to base quality on a constructivist theory as discussed by Gunawardena
and McIsaac, (2004) that the teaching and learning experience was where quality
evaluations should be focused. Therefore, focus placed on the learning environment to
include the relationship between students and instructors (interaction) was essential. The
quality of interaction took on a key role in the IN3 study. Gunawardena and McIsaac,
adopted the theory of interaction as posited by Moore (1989). Moore’s theory explained
that the quality of distance education can be enhanced by three types of interaction. The
interaction between students and content, between students and teachers, and between
students and students can help to increase learning and add quality to the teaching that
takes place in distance education.
The purpose of the IN3 study was to develop an instrument that could be used by
instructors and administrators at the Open University of Catalonia to evaluate quality in
distance education based upon constructivist criteria that was considered to be more
representative than previously designed studies. The instrument was developed by the
distance education in universities and schools group known as the EDUS group which is
a research group for university distance education at the Open University of Catalonia.
The report did not supply specifics as to the participants in the research study. The study
began by identifying institutional motives, understanding that institutional goals could
impact the educational process. The study continued by identifying stakeholder roles,
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interaction capabilities, and the course content. The instrument listed categories and
subcategories each with its own set of quality indicators. For example, the category of
instructional agents had subcategories of teacher roles, student roles, quality of the role,
and material authors. Each of these categories was then related to quality indicators. For
this particular category the indicators were dependency, autonomy, deep learning,
superficial learning, student centered, and several others.
The goal of the IN3 study was to take a more in depth look at quality than had
previously been designed to allow for benchmarking and establishing quality guidelines.
The dimensions were intended to be used in support of online instruction as a means by
which to gauge quality enhancements by institutions and instructors. The dimensions that
were identified are tools by which stakeholders can evaluate the quality aspects of the
courses being delivered. The evaluation responses provided information to instructors
and administrators about the quality of the course and where improvements might be
warranted.
The IN3 study provided dimensions of quality that could be associated with
certain key features or indicators that could be used to measure quality in distance
education. However, based on the resulting dimensions, the study was conducted
primarily from the perspectives of administrators and instructors. There is very little
evidence of student participation in this study. In addition, the study was conducted with
a main focus on the levels of interactivity within distance education. This presupposes
that interaction is the key to quality in distance education. Due to the infinite
characteristics of distance education it is likely that viewing quality based on the
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characteristic of interaction alone will not disclose all the possibilities for quality
concerns in distance education.
Phipps and Merisotis (2000) completed a study that suggested measures that
could be established as standards for distance learning programs. The study was initiated
at the request of the National Education Association, an association of higher education
faculty in conjunction with Blackboard, a platform provider for distance education, in an
attempt to validate previously established benchmarks for quality in distance education.
The study was conducted in three phases. Initially an extensive literature review was
conducted to identify recommended benchmarks of quality specifically related to distance
education. The literature review identified 45 benchmarks that were grouped into seven
categories as follows: Institutional Support, Course Development, Teaching and Learning
Process, Course Structure, Student Support, Faculty Support, and Evaluation/Assessment.
Each category listed several benchmarks that were considered indicative of good practice.
For instance, the category of Institutional Support suggested that faculty members should
be provided incentives to encourage development of courses, that there should be rewards
for effective teaching, that a documented technology plan ensures quality standards, that
electronic security measures are in place, and that a stable infrastructure is in place to
support the distance education environment. Each of the seven categories listed items that
were considered important to supporting the related benchmark.
The second phase of the study was to identify institutions with experience using
the distance education format. Six institutions participated and were selected based on
their experience in distance education, recognition as leaders in distance education,
regional accreditation, and offerings of more than one degree presented through the
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online format. The participating institutions were Brevard Community College, Regents
College, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, University of Maryland University
College, Utah State University, and Weber State University.
The third phase involved site visits to the institutions to interview the primary
stakeholders and to administer a survey using a Likert Scale to collect their opinions
about the benchmarks. The participants consisted of 27 faculty members, 42 students, 62
administrators, and 16 faculty members who also served as administrators for a total of
147 participants. The stakeholders were asked their opinions on the extent to which
benchmarks were being implemented and if they considered them of importance. Data
analysis was performed based on the average response rate, standard deviation, count,
and mode.
The study concluded by identifying seven areas of importance: institutional
support, student support, faculty support, development of courses, the teaching and
learning process, structure of the course, and evaluation and assessment. The study made
particular note of the distance learning format and the importance of teaching within the
restrictions of the electronic environment. Phipps and Merisotis (2000), noted that the
benchmarks indicated that a technology plan be in place to support student academic
advising, encourage interaction, provide technical assistance to instructors, and provide
electronic security to ensure, “both quality standards and the integrity and validity of
information” (p. 25).
The Phipps and Merisotis (2000) study resulted in valuable information for
distance education. There are however, shortcomings to the study. The community of
stakeholders for the study is presented in an overview of the six colleges. Based on the
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overview, the participants may not be generalizable to the population at large. For
example, Brevard Community College, at the time of the study, had available only two
degree programs online. Both programs were on the associate degree level and could be
completed either online or via telecourses. Regent’s College provided programs based on
independent study, and/or work at your own pace, and offered the flexibility to test out of
the courses which is not indicative of traditional institutions. Another issue is the fact that
the stakeholder groups were not represented by similar counts of participants. In fact the
count representing administrators is considerably higher than the other stakeholder
groups which could skew the results. In addition, the entire count for the stakeholder
groups overall is small, with only 147 respondents which may not render a true
representation of the six colleges that have a combined student enrollment population of
over 120,000. Additional shortcomings of the study included the fact that the amount of
importance of the quality indicators was not compared among the individual groups of
stakeholders. The question still remains as to whether one group values specific areas
more than another stakeholder group. The seven areas of importance may change as
distance education and technologies mature. The perspectives of the stakeholders may
change as new technologies are developed to enhance teaching and learning. The
possibility of continued research into identifying quality indicators and discussions with a
variety of schools and various stakeholders may prove to embellish the results of this
study.
The Educational Benchmarking website located at http://www.webebi.com
concluded that benchmarking is essential for comparative studies and ongoing
improvement of quality in education. However, as seen above, quality in distance
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education is addressed from different perspectives making benchmarking difficult to
isolate.
Another perspective of quality in distance learning expressed by Oliver (2000)
summarized issues in distance education evaluations based on presentations at the
Evaluation of Learning Technology Conference in 1999. He first made a distinction
between DL and traditional courses by defining some characteristics that are unique to
DL. He focused on the following:
A shift from an elitist model to mass higher education;
A move towards increasingly structured and planned programs of study;
The industrialization of course development, including the division of labor
amongst teams of specialist;
The challenge of maintaining dialog as a central component of distance courses;
The loss of informal opportunities for learning, for example in social settings.
(p. 83).
Oliver’s discussion continued to express the opinion that the physical distance
experienced in DL is the primary reason for difficulty in evaluating the characteristics of
distance learning. He suggested that failures do occur in the evaluation of DL but that
lessons learned will help to foster improvements and lead to the identification of best
practices. Oliver’s discussion continued to state that identifying quality for example,
based on student opinions, can be difficult as technology changes and student needs
change direction. He also suggested that quality/evaluation be viewed from three specific
roles: identification of information needs for users, the usability of a web based portal,
and, the inclusion and selection of materials. Quality from this particular perspective is
grounded in the availability of information and resources for users.
Quality is typically depicted in relationship to a specific aspect of education. For
example, a topic that has been touted as crucial to quality course design, traditionally or

37
distance, is that of interaction. Roblyer and Wiencke (2003) conducted a study to help
identify indicators of distance learning quality. Their focus was on the interactive
qualities found in the distance format. Roblyer and Wiencke felt that the transfer of
interactive qualities from theory to research to course design was not taking place. The
complexities of interaction and the difficulty in assessing its use made interaction
evaluation difficult. In an effort to encourage interaction as a means of instilling more
quality into courses, they performed an analysis of theories and research on interaction.
They began by collecting theories from literature reviews that emphasized interaction
qualities and/or concerns. Roblyer and Wiencke then isolated three main characteristics
of interaction that were indicative of quality and use. The first characteristic identified
was interactive type, as in learner to content, learner to instructor, or learner to learner. It
was found that the type of interaction impacted the way in which interaction was
conducted. The second characteristic identified was that of interaction as a means of
message transmission. Message transmission included a well rounded communication
that began with the message source and then the means of transmission, and finally the
destination. The transmission’s completion is dependent upon these characteristics. The
third characteristic of interaction is that of its ability to instill social and psychological
connections. Roblyer and Wiencke noted that “the dimension of physical presence creates
substantial differences between characteristics of communications in face-to-face
environments and those in distance learning…” (p. 78). Roblyer and Wiencke added that
the distance element required that different methods be used to instill interactive qualities
in DL courses. Another concern was how to measure interaction to ensure quality
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instruction is being delivered. Roblyer and Wiencke’s goal was to design a rubric that
would help to identify and assess indicators of interaction in distance education.
Roblyer and Wiencke (2003) began their study by analyzing theories and research
on interaction. Two specific areas from research proved to be useful to the study:
characteristics that define interaction and factors that influence interaction in distance
learning. Roblyer and Wiencke cited the work of Moore (1989) and his identification of
three types of interaction: learner-content, learner-instructor, and learner-learner.
Interaction viewed from these terms is important as it is possible to observe and measure
the interaction for its impact on the students. Moore’s concept of interaction was most
useful in the Roblyer and Wiencke study as it aligned well with their goal of designing a
rubric based on identifiable and measurable elements.
Roblyer and Wiencke (2003) derived the factors influencing interaction primarily
from research conducted by Brown (2000), Barclay (2001), and Wagner (1994). Brown
noted that learning and interaction are part of a system of collaborative understanding
around a specific area of importance. Barclay agreed stating that knowledge is a social
construct and is most effective when social interaction involves peer collaboration and
support. Wagner defined interaction variables in much the same way noting that
interaction is a combination of feedback, elaboration, learner control, regulation, and
motivation.
Roblyer and Wiencke (2003) drew three conclusions from their research. They
determined that interaction is an intricate blend of social, instructional, and technological
variables. They also determined that student engagement in learning is the most
meaningful interaction and that student interaction is increased when collaborative
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experiences are encouraged. The literature review and research led Roblyer and Wiencke
to five specific elements that could be observed and measured for the purposes of their
rubric: social interaction, designs for instructional interaction, assessment of interactive
capabilities, learner engagement, and instructor engagement. The validity of the rubric
was established through formative evaluations. The rubric was reviewed by experts in the
field and piloted with distance education classes. The rubric was then submitted to
distance learning instructors at two universities. A total of 42 instructor responses were
received, however Robyler and Wiencke do not disclose what percentage of return the
responses represent. The rubric was revised and was submitted to 12 additional
instructors for review. No further revisions were required at that time. The rubric was
then given to students in two sections of a distance education class. Forty-three students
responded out of an undisclosed number of students. The rubric supported a high
consistency of responses as well as validity. It showed that students did not simply rate
their satisfaction with the course as ratings were not uniformly high for all items as would
be expected. Roblyer and Wiencke drew three conclusions from the study on which to
base a rubric for measuring quality in distance learning. First they found that interaction
is achieved through social, instructional, and technological means. Next, that interaction
that engages the student in learning is most meaningful. Lastly, that student learning can
be increased by way of collaborative experiences.
The Robyler and Wiencke (2003) study helped to isolate some key considerations
for interactivity in distance education. However, aside from interaction, their study did
not research other aspects of the distance education environment. Their study included a
small participation group of only 43 students. Additionally, the initial review for the

40
survey was conducted by instructors disregarding any student perspective which may
have presented a different outlook on the survey questions. The exclusion of participation
from all stakeholder groups that included administrators, faculty, and students may have
presented different results than if all participants had taken part in the study.
Interaction as a component of effective teaching is supported by numerous studies
and may be an indicator of course quality. In relation to interaction, Hiltz, Coppola,
Rotter, and Turoff (2000) and Oliver (2000) noted that students and instructors recognize
the importance of social presence and the availability of collaborative tools. The Hiltz et
al. study was based on Hiltz’s systems contingency model. The model incorporated the
aspects of the individual student, the entire class, the organizational setting, and
characteristics as being components that will influence the system and determine
outcomes. The different aspects of the system are felt to interact and determine the
quality of the process being studied. In this particular study Hiltz et al. used an
undergraduate distance learning class. Pre and post course questionnaires were delivered
to faculty and students in 26 courses. Questions related to course access, degree progress,
grading, and participation and collaborative learning.
Hiltz et al. (2000) used a multi-method approach to evaluation that included a pre
and post course questionnaire, direct observation of online interaction, counts of online
activity, comparison of course, and test grades. The results based on 1048 pre course
questionnaires and 855 post course questionnaires showed that 71% agreed that online
learning provides better access to instructors/interaction. In relation to overall quality of
learning, 58% considered their learning experience to be improved due to the online
format. In relation to collaborative learning (interaction) and its resulting perceived
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learning, Hiltz et al. found that working in groups significantly increased learner
perceptions, length of student reports, and solution quality.
The overall results of the study showed that students and faculty felt interaction
and collaboration were very important to learning. In addition, three experts in the field
performed as judges to inspect the quality of student work and found that the results of
collaboration by students to student and students to instructors increased productivity and
quality of the work. Working in groups in an online environment seemed to significantly
increase learning perception. The conclusions of the study indicated that it was not
determined if educational outcomes were improved by the collaborative techniques alone
or whether the favorable outcomes were the result of the distance format alone, or a
combination of the two. It has been suggested that student perceptions of quality distance
learning can be impacted by social presence and interaction opportunities (Arbaugh, 2001;
Parscal 2000) and instructors indicated that interaction is key to successful teaching and
learning and can be deficient in DL environments (Barclay, 2001). However, based upon
the Hiltz et al. (2000) study, the importance of interaction is still inconclusive and
requires further study to realize if interaction is important for student morale or if it
genuinely improves student performance.
Another consideration for distance education quality issues is that of technical
skills. MacDonald and Thompson (2005) initiated an in depth study that required students
to take their 13 week capstone course online. The participants in the study were key
stakeholders: the learners, the design team, and the facilitator. The goals of the study
were to develop a model for evaluation of DL courses, understand the needs of
stakeholders, and to provide recommendations for quality controls. A case study was
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conducted using the capstone course in a graduate level education course. The
participants consisted of 19 learners, three design team members, and the facilitator.
MacDonald and Thompson chose to use a variety of data collection devices to increase
the validity of the study results. They chose three techniques: semi-structured interviews,
course documentation such as discussion boards and email, and an online survey. A total
of eight interviews were conducted in person, with two additional interviews conducted
by phone and email. Course documentation was collected from discussion boards, email
correspondences, and course participation. The third data collection was the use of online
surveys.
The course structure attempted to provide a sense of community to dispel feelings
of isolation; therefore emphasis was placed on discussion boards and communication
with the instructor and peers. Early in the course many students noted through interviews
and course documentation that the sense of connection encouraged them to participate in
the course as a community. However, most students found that socializing was
cumbersome in the online format, difficult to interpret, and felt that more face-to-face
communication was warranted. As the course progressed some students became
comfortable with the technology and distance environment and adjusted to the forms of
communication. However, final conclusions from the study disclosed that many students’
perceptions of online learning related to the amount of technical skills they possessed and
many students were dissatisfied with the forms of interaction provided in the DL format.
Students were hesitant about taking the course online if they lacked technical skills,
however the use of a technical support team during the study proved to be invaluable to
the student’s comfort level with the course. The quality of the course was increased by
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the use of the technical support as well as a design team that integrated resources and
support to the students and faculty. The results of this study found that quality in distance
learning is a complex process that requires the involvement, cooperation, and
considerations of course designers, content experts, technicians, instructors,
administrative support and backing, and student’s needs, wants, and abilities.
MacDonald and Thompson (2005) noted that this complex system is not typically
required for traditional teaching but that distance learning has the ability to foster a
quality atmosphere for teaching when systems are in place. Such systems should
incorporate the importance of collaboration and interactivity as well as employ an
understanding of learner needs and motivations.
Each of the studies discussed attempted to isolate characteristics of distance
learning that could be used to establish quality. None of the studies were successful in
creating an all encompassing view of quality in distance education. The characteristics of
distance education are numerous and include not only technical requirements and
physical distance but also the considerations of many people and their capabilities of
working and functioning in a distance learning environment. The complexities of distance
education make it difficult to define requirements that can be used to define quality.
The trend in defining quality, as seen in the studies above, was to isolate specific
aspects of DL that might be indicative of quality. The ability to benchmark was
considered valuable in that benchmarks, as defined earlier, are principles and guidelines
that have been identified by numerous organizations as characteristic of quality in
distance education (Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). The difficulty in accepting this definition
is that the opinions regarding benchmarking vary as much as do the definitions of quality.
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In addition, benchmarking as noted earlier is often more a list of good practices and not
actually indicative of quality assurances. The lack of agreement as to what constitutes
quality or even benchmarks makes it difficult to identify specific criteria that can be
measured to ensure quality.

Stakeholders Relations and Quality
A recurring pattern found in the articles was that of eliciting the opinions of many
groups to determine quality or collecting the consensus among stakeholders regarding
quality. The actions and perceptions of one stakeholder group can greatly affect the
others. The tie between the three stakeholder groups provides an opportunity to view
distance education from a perspective that encompasses the views of those most involved
and most concerned about quality.
In the case of education, stakeholders are the designers and consumers with
learning as the desired outcome. As suggested in the Quality Assurance Framework
(QAA) in the United Kingdom (Brown, 2000), the quality of a product rests in its ability
to perform as predicted and to produce the desired outcome. In education, the desired
outcome is learning that can be communicated and shared with society as graduates move
into the mainstream (Parker, 2004). The stakeholders in distance education are those
groups that have important roles and opinions about the quality and future of education.
Distance learning and teaching present issues similar to traditional teaching that
make it difficult to focus on one characteristic of quality at a time. It is difficult to extract
one aspect from the others as they are often closely related. For example, an instructor’s
perspective of online learning may be directly linked to the amount of support he or she
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receives from administrators or an administrator’s perspective may be linked to how
students respond, whether with complaints or satisfaction. As stated by Akdere and Egan
(2005) it is essential to have an understanding of related roles in distance education as the
interaction among stakeholders will be the catalyst for revisions and improvements.
In agreement with this perspective on stakeholder contributions is Parker’s (2004)
opinion that DL quality has a direct relation to the consensus among all stakeholders
regarding the goals and consistency of programs and courses.
Three important stakeholders in education are the students, instructors, and
administrators. How these groups perceive distance education is crucial to future
iterations of online learning. Akdere and Egan (2005) predicted that a lack of ongoing
exchange among stakeholders could cause stagnation of distance education and that the
value of distance education is directly linked to the expertise of the stakeholders. These
stakeholders are at the frontline of distance education. They are the groups that have an
understanding for what works and what does not in distance learning.
As stated earlier, accreditation associations are searching for those characteristics
of distance learning that can be measured and be indicative of quality. A statement in The
Principle of Accreditation set forth by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools,
SACS (2001), stated that quality is the preeminent base of their philosophy and it has the
expectation that school administrators will take all necessary steps to ensure that quality
is being delivered. The principles of accreditation also include a commitment to student
and faculty support to provide for growth and development. Distance learning as viewed
from the stakeholder perspectives may help to clarify some of the concerns that may be
indicative of course quality.
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Tucker (1997), Pitt et al. (1995), and Spangehl (2000), as mentioned above,
referred to the formation of committees to determine what constitutes quality. The
committees could represent all stakeholders for a well rounded view of distance
education’s shortcomings and initiate change for needed improvements. Pitt et al. noted
that typically there is not a single common objective for all stakeholders, while Spangehl
viewed an institution as a system that must combine the needs and concerns of all
stakeholders in order to create quality education. Similarly Tucker stated, “Quality is a
polymorphic term. The images, values, broad purposes and specific goals of each
stakeholder…form the basis for the group’s definition of quality (p. 3)”.
Magee (2005) noted when studying the implementation of distance learning
standards that it was important to consider the community that is tied together by an
institution’s processes. Magee began his study by emphasizing the fact that an institution
has a tie with the community of learners and faculty members. The tools that are at the
disposal of all can hinder or help to promote the educational community and should be
easily accessible and useful. There is a desire by the stakeholders to share and manage
learning content in a way that benefits students, faculty, and the institution. Sharing of
educational materials and institutional processes allows for more stakeholders to review
and critique information for better quality control. Magee’s study was specifically
interested in distance learning standards that would allow educational content to be
organized and shared.
The research involved the Instructional Management System Global Learning
Consortium, Inc. (IMS) and a review of IMS platforms using the IMS metadata, IMS
content packaging, Sharable Content Object Reference Model or SCORM, and IMS
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vocabulary definition exchanges. The goal was to develop a process that would permit
organization and sharing of course content. Magee (2005) examined the use of the
content repositories and their efficiency of use by stakeholders who were motivated by
the desire to enhance the learning community. Magee studied the repository tools
CAREO (CAREO, 2004) and ALOHA (ALOHA, 2004). One of the goals of the study
was to create a tool that would allow stakeholders to add content that was useable,
sharable and met with emerging distance learning standards.
Specific trends began to appear as Magee (2005) found that the most used areas of
information included general information, ownership information, pedagogical context,
and technical information. The sharing of information across stakeholder groups was
proving to be useful. CAREO proved to be somewhat limiting it is uses. CAREO was
browser based and limited the technology that could be used for content creation and
upload. ALOHA however, proved to be more robust and allowed for more flexibility.
Magee noted that institutions and their stakeholders would have differing requirements
for such tools depending on their needs and goals. Therefore it would be necessary for
stakeholders to communicate to each other the desired outcomes they sought in order to
facilitate change that would improve their educational missions. Magee explained that the
evolution of distance learning has made it necessary to include individuals and
institutions in any new conceptualization of distance education. Parker (2004) echoed the
theme of community involvement as she described distance learning as a collaborate
environment replete with communication and content management for specific groups
and needs.
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In agreement with Magee (2005), accreditation associations’ requirements are
creating the need for schools to involve all stakeholders in order to meet the demands of
quality and contribute to the ongoing evaluation of quality in education. For example,
Gose (2002) discussed the Academic Quality Improvement Project or AQUIP, an
initiative begun by regional accrediting associations to improve the accreditation process
and increase quality in education. The effort was a catalyst to help schools reestablish
their environment to one that was more learner centered and to place more value on
people (stakeholders) in general. It is necessary to include the opinions of stakeholders to
more efficiently address their needs. The AQIP process required input from the
stakeholder groups of instructors and administrators in order to improve the quality of
education for students. Before joining AQIP, the institutions are required to conduct a
survey to assess their improvement potential. The survey is used to encourage thinking
about institutional processes that could include all stakeholders as opposed to isolating
specific groups. The follow up exercise is to generate goals related to student learning
that the institution will strive to meet within a few years. The steps in the AQIP process
lead to accreditation that certifies that the institution will strive to meet quality in its
programs.
Barbera (2001) agreed that stakeholder involvement is important and could lead
to quality indicators particularly when encompassing institutional motives that strive to
meet the needs of the learner. She noted that the use of technology could over shadow the
educational aspects of distance learning and educational principles are overlooked.
Therefore, communication between all stakeholders would create the opportunity to
isolate those areas that are being neglected. Based on these views, for the purposes of this
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study the definition of quality might then be one that includes addressing the major
concerns of all stakeholders and the implementation of steps taken to accommodate those
concerns so that a favorable result is reached by way of student accomplishment of
course learning objectives.

Stakeholder Satisfaction
How students perceive distance learning and their satisfaction with distance
learning is of monumental importance. Dissatisfaction with this mode of learning can
lead to drops in enrollments and stymie continuation of research and the advancement of
distance learning. However, dissatisfaction can illuminate areas of distance education that
need improving and thereby increase the quality of distance education. The information
that follows discusses some stakeholder perceptions of distance education characteristics
and satisfaction or dissatisfaction with this environment. A study by Levy (2007)
suggested that students’ satisfaction with distance learning courses is a major factor in
their decision to remain in and complete the course. Student satisfaction with distance
education was found in the literature to be indicative of student learning outcomes where
the higher the satisfaction the more improved was the student’s perceived learning.
Levy (2007) used a literature review to highlight possible indicators of student
success or failure with the distance learning format. Locus of control was identified as a
possible reason for student satisfaction in distance learning. Locus of control was
identified as external and internal. External locus of control indicated the student’s
perceptions of outcomes that are not within his or her control, such as the actions of
others or luck. Internal locus of control indicated the student’s perceptions of outcomes
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related to his or her own actions. Because student satisfaction was identified as a possible
predictor of student persistence in distance education, it was important to determine if
locus of control was valued by students. Although the study’s results indicated that locus
of control was not as important to students as originally thought, student satisfaction with
distance learning was an influence on students’ decisions to remain in a course. Because
student satisfaction can lead to improved learning as noted above, the study showed that
infusing distance courses with quality characteristics that encourage student satisfaction,
such as a learning platform that is intuitive (Beard, Harper, & Riley, 2004) and provides
interactive qualities, would help to encourage student learning. The future of distance
learning is very dependent on how satisfied the student is with the education being
provided and students are taking a very serious look at the education they are paying for
(Kuh, 2001; Parscal, 2000; Reid, 2005).
Instructor satisfaction with the online environment is equally important to
distance education. Brown (2004) and Clay (1999) noted that the changes in distance
learning formats are often swift and dramatic. The studies on how instructors adapt to
these changes and how satisfied they are with distance learning are few (Dziuban, Shea,
& Arbaugh, 2005). Barclay (2001) and Dziuban et al. observed that transition to distance
learning is not accomplished without difficulty for many instructors. A lack of training
and technological skills can impact the quality of the course (Passmore, 2000). Smith
(2005) concurred that quality of instruction can be impacted by the instructor’s inability
to manipulate and employ technology to an advantage in the class. How satisfied
instructors are and how they perceive DL teaching can open the door to key issues
impacting the quality of distance learning. Rahman (2001) observed that many instructors
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are reluctant to transition to online teaching because they are concerned about the quality
of their courses.
In conjunction with student and faculty satisfaction with the distance environment
is the administrator perspective and satisfaction with adapting to the distance learning
arena. Administrators are being confronted with distance learning issues that make it
difficult to adapt to change and remain accountable to course quality. For example, it is
necessary for them to adapt to a shift in paradigm and revise existing policies to meet the
changes (McGorry, 2003). In the process, Rahman (2001) noted that this shift in
paradigm requires innovative thinking from administrators in order to assist faculty in
adapting to the changes. In the midst of the fast paced technological world of DL,
administrators must remain accountable to course quality. But, as noted earlier,
guidelines for institutions to execute the accountability requirements are limited.
Although Benson (2003) stated that specific criteria such as institutional commitment,
curriculum guidelines, certified faculty, assessment requirements, etc. are critical for
accountability it is not clear how institutions should accomplish these goals in the DL
format. For instance, Du Mont (2002) noted that institutions could use the measurement
of course outcomes as indicative of quality. However, in the online format, questions
arise concerning the reliability and validity of testing course outcomes. Innovative ways
of testing are being attempted that incorporate new methodologies such as dialogue and
collaboration, but measuring this form of learning outcome is difficult (O’Neil, Wang,
Lee, Mulkey, & Baker, 2003).
Satisfaction with the online environment involves the perceptions of all
stakeholders. The technical aspects of distance education often receive the most attention
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and oftentimes usurp the importance of the human component that is trying to adjust to
the distance learning characteristics (Parkinson, Greene, Younghee, & Marioni, 2003).

Stakeholders and Feedback
A topic of concern to students working in the distance learning environment is
that of feedback from instructors. Chickering and Gamson (1987) while discussing the
Seven Principles of good practice focused on the interaction between instructors and
students. The Seven Principles were based on a task force of scholars who had performed
research on issues in higher education (Chickering & Gamson, 1999). The study was
supported by the Johnson Foundation and the Lilly Endowment and brought together
scholars who reviewed principles in undergraduate education with the goal of reducing
the principles to a set of no more than nine. The use of feedback was considered to be
valuable to student learning from the onset of the course through to completion. It was
noted that students need feedback early in the course to help assess pre-existing
knowledge in relation to the course material as a platform from which to build their skills.
During the course students need feedback to encourage improvement in those areas in
which they are lacking suitable knowledge and skills.
There may be differing opinions between students and instructors as to the
importance and use of feedback. A study by Bozarth, Chapman, and LaMonica (2004)
was conducted to evaluate student and instructor perspectives on the use of an orientation
course to prepare stakeholders for an online learning environment. Some of the goals of
the study were to determine the information that would be most useful in an orientation
course. The study used survey instruments to identify gaps between student and instructor
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perspectives on many levels. The questionnaire was designed to elicit responses from
instructors that would uncover student limitations with online learning and to uncover
student assumptions about online learning. The study distributed survey instruments and
also conducted a focus group with online instructors. Surveys were distributed by way of
online classroom discussion forums and by online instructors to other online classes.
Instructor questionnaires were emailed as were some student surveys. The focus group
was conducted with online instructors to gather information about online teaching
experiences. The focus group was informal and used questions for discussion as topics
arose naturally during conversation.
One of the topic areas that showed a difference in opinion between instructors and
students was that of feedback. The instructor perspective of feedback to students stressed
student independence and implied that students should be more forceful in interacting
with classmates for support and feedback. The student perspective did not discount the
utility of interaction among peers but did indicate that more feedback from instructors
was warranted. This study was conducted with a small convenience sample of 45 online
instructors from the same school and eight online instructors from another school.
Student surveys were submitted by the 45 instructors to their online students but Bozarth
et al. (2004) did not disclose the total number of recipients. Bozarth et al. stated that the
response rate was low and suggested that the return rate may be indicative of a difference
of opinion for those who returned the survey and those who did not. They also stated that
the low response rate restricted some analytical techniques used to analyze the data. In
general the low response rate limited the generalizability of the study but the study still
provided useful insights into perceptions of those who did return the survey.
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In contrast to thoughts regarding the importance of social interaction and
feedback responses was Anderson’s (2004) opinion that students engage in distance
education because they prefer the freedom and convenience that the medium offers.
Therefore, a sense of community and the requirements for interaction and feedback
communication place constraints on the sense of freedom. Anderson did not discount the
importance of communication and in fact stated that supportive communities are a
necessity for instilling quality. However, he felt that a virtual environment was not in
place that responds to the varying needs of students including their sense of freedom.
The distance environment creates the need for participants to adapt to changes in
communication patterns that may require reassessing personal perceptions of the teacher
and student roles (Liu, Bonk, Magjuka, Lee, & Su, 2005). Liu et al. noted in their study
of faculty members and students in an online MBA program that four dimensions of
instructor roles surfaced as important to the distance learning environment. The roles
included pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical. Interaction and feedback were
keys factors in the roles. Liu et al. surveyed 28 faculty members and an undisclosed
number of students using a semi-structured questionnaire and personal interviews. The
questions were based on instructor roles identified in a literature review. The survey was
intended to clarify the faculty members’ perceptions of these roles as well as the student
perceptions of how well the instructors performed these roles. All participants agreed that
providing timely and quality feedback was a necessity for the online environment.
However, instructors disagreed on the amount and types of feedback. Some instructors
reported that discussion forum feedback was time and labor intensive as was the ability to
communicate via email. One instructor stated that the amount of time given to a feedback
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memo should be the catalyst for the student to use the feedback for constructive learning
rather than merely as a quick reference tool. In addition, some instructors felt that less
interjection on their part encouraged more student interaction and dependence on peers,
which in turn promoted student collaboration and learning. How feedback is composed
and eventually used by the student is of concern to instructors.
The students in the study reported that feedback via the discussion forums was not
productive which shows some disagreement with the faculty thoughts that less
intervention encourages learning. However, the students did feel that the instructors
guided them adequately through the class and encouraged critical thinking by way of
feedback. Perhaps as Beaubien (2002) suggested, it is positive feedback that is well
received by students. Beaubien stated that reinforcement feedback is an energizing
mechanism that tells students the instructor is attentive and interested in student
accomplishment. It may be that feedback from an instructor, whether positive or negative,
is crucial to student learning as, “When present, students report enthusiasm for their
(learning) experience: without it students report frustration, even anger” (Shea,
Fredericksen, Pickett, & Pelez, 2004, p. 362). In contrast, Young (2006) stated that
feedback in and of itself must be meaningful because ambiguous feedback
communications can lead to student frustration. Johnston, Killion, and Oomen (2005)
concurred by noting that carefully composed written communication and timely feedback
from instructors is essential to the distance learning experience.
The instructor skills needed to compose meaningful feedback and the student
skills needed to absorb and utilize the feedback for learning may cause differing opinions
regarding the worth of feedback. Due to the lack of face-to-face interaction in the
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distance format, written feedback communications must be considered as important to
this environment. However, how feedback is perceived by the stakeholders in regard to
quality and timeliness and how it is utilized for teaching and learning requires collecting
further information from the stakeholders as to the true importance of feedback.

Stakeholders: Roles and Support Issues
The stakeholders in distance education require support mechanisms to be in place
to address numerous issues. Traditional education with its face- to- face component
allows for communication that can often lead to resolution of specific problems such as
academic advising questions, financial issues, etc. The distance format not only makes
resolution of specific concerns problematic but it creates sometimes complicated issues
that are not typical of the traditional environment. Technical issues having to do with the
online format, technical skills that may be lacking in students and instructors, and the
online environment’s isolation are just a few concerns not typical of traditional education.
Fulton (2003) expressed concern for teacher isolationism and that support from peers
would enhance instructor abilities to cope with skills and support issues while student
isolationism was also noted as a concern and one that could be addressed with support
from faculty and administrators.
Sherry (1996) identified key issues in distance learning by way of a literature
review. Among the findings, Sherry identified learner and instructor support as key issues
for successful teaching and learning. Sherry indicated that administrator support for
instructors would help when adapting to the online world as an instructor’s
responsibilities are numerous. An instructor is responsible for conducting the class and he
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or she must not only be the subject matter expert but also the facilitator, class monitor,
encourage interaction, prepare materials that are conducive to the online format, engage
learners at a distance, show support for student issues, and numerous other concerns.
Sherry also noted that few instructors have received sufficient training or experience in
the technological delivery and support of courses. Sherry referred to Schlosser and
Anderson’s (1993) list of new skills required by distance educators that included the
ability to identify learner characteristics, design and develop interactive courses with
technology, adapt new teaching strategies, and several other skills that require training.
The skills needed to provide teaching at a distance require training and support.
Several years after Sherry (1996) and Schlosser and Anderson’s (1993) comments
regarding skills for distance education, the same issues are still problematic as Smith
(2005) agreed by stating that a quality distance course requires faculty to have a certain
set of teaching skills not typically needed for traditional education. Smith’s goal was to
design an instructor training program to help faculty transition to an online format of
teaching. Smith conducted a literature review and identified competencies instructors
should have prior to teaching a distance course. He stated that two of the competencies
that are necessary are technical skills and the ability to master additional software/
hardware as needed. Smith also noted that instructors must have the ability to understand
online instruction trends and issues and must have the skills to develop online content.
Rovai (2003) stated that “quality of course design and instruction are of primary
importance to the success of distance education programs… design and instructional
methods effectively adapted to the technology are more important than the types of
technology…”(p 110). In direct relation to these skill sets is the inability of instructors to
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acquire the needed skills to function in the DL setting (Woods, Baker, & Hopper, 2004).
An instructor’s lack of needed skills and the time needed to acquire the needed skills can
impact the quality of the distance education course (Oliver, 2000; Smith, 2005; Williams,
2003).
Egan and Akdere (2005) conducted a Delphi study to clarify the roles of
stakeholders. One of the goals was to discover the student perspective of the instructor’s
role. In specific they wanted to discover if there was a difference in the perceptions of
what students expected of distance educators and what distance educators perceived to be
their role. The role a stakeholder plays in distance education was defined as a set of
appropriate behaviors and expectations one stakeholder has in relation to another
stakeholder. Egan and Akdere also stated that an ideal stakeholder role would be
developed as the result of interchanges between key stakeholders, technology, and
research.
In an attempt to clarify the role of the instructor as stakeholder they conducted a
Delphi study. An expert panel was chosen, comprised of student- practitioners who were
distance education students and professionals. One hundred thirty-three students were
identified and emailed a description of the study, a participation agreement,
confidentiality statement, and four rounds of questions. The results of the email provided
an expert panel of 106 student practitioners from 11 universities. Four rounds of
questions asked students to accept or reject described roles for distance educators. The
results of the study indicated similarities with previous studies (Thach, 1994; Williams,
2003) where students identified key skills that distance educators should possess. Among
the findings that were rated among the most important were communication,
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interpersonal communication skills, and knowledge of the distance learning field.
However, using the collected data Egan and Akdere (2005) determined that students
perceived instructors’ technology skills as the most important skill in relation to the
learning format and instructor roles of technology expert and communication expert
could impact the quality of the course. Previous studies (Thach, 1994; Williams, 2003)
had implied that instructor communication skills were considered more important by
students than were instructor technology skills. Contrary to these previous studies, the
Egan and Akdere study produced results showing that students considered instructor
technological skills most important. The student participants were questioned as to why
technology skills should take precedence over instructor communication skills as in
previous studies. The response indicated that due to the highly technical characteristics of
the courses in which the students were enrolled they felt technology skills were more
beneficial to distance education than were communication skills. This suggests of course,
that in a less technical distance learning course student response may vary. In response to
this data Egan and Akdere stated that “a profile of roles and competencies associated with
distance education must balance the demanding objectives of the curriculum and rapidly
changing nature of technology” (p. 88).
Instructors show a concern for the quality of their courses when adapting to new
technologies and also to new learning theories for distance education (Ansah & Johnson,
2003; Berge, 1998). Niederhauser and Stoddart (2001) found that adapting to new
theories can be impacted by an instructor’s belief that new theories are consistent with his
or her pre-existing philosophical beliefs about education. The inability to adapt to new
pedagogical theories that align well with distance education affected the integration of
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technology and impacted course quality (Dickinson, Agnew & Gorman, 1999).
Instructors can be disillusioned with distance education if they are not supplied with the
skill sets necessary to develop and present a reputable course.
As stated earlier (Akdere & Egan, 2005; Oliver, 2000) the tie between
stakeholders can have a significant impact on course quality. Instructors need
administrator support to reduce the obstacles encountered when developing course
instruction (Parker, 2004). According to Pond (2002) and Valentine (2002) instructors
identified a lack of administrative support as a deterrent to quality course instruction.
Muilenberg and Berge (2001) also noted that one of the deterrents to teaching online was
the amount of administrator support that is supplied.
Administrator support is necessary for instructors as they face the challenges of
the transition to distance teaching. Jaffee (1998) suggested that institutions acknowledge
the needs and development of faculty in order to promote worthwhile change and
improvement for DL programs that provide a quality education to students. For example,
an administrator’s attention to instructors who find themselves having to change
personally (Norum et al., 1999) to meet the needs of the changing pedagogical beliefs
(Dickinson et al., 1999) could provide invaluable communication for improving quality.
Reevaluation of one’s pedagogical beliefs to make them more adaptable to the electronic
delivery mode can impact an instructor’s perception of the quality of his or her course
(Hackmann, 2003).
Studies by Clay (1999) and Berge (1998) showed that faculty members consider
administrator support to be crucial to their teaching experience. Roles of importance
surfaced from studies (Betts, 1998; Oliver, 2000; Smith, 2005; Williams, 2003)
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conducted to help identify roles and competencies for distance education instructors’
support. Williams (2003) undertook a study to identify the roles and competencies
needed to support distance education courses. He began by using a Delphi technique with
a panel of 15 distance education experts in order to determine roles and competencies
needed to implement a distance education course. The experts were chosen based on their
contributions to the field, experience, nomination by peers, and a willingness to
participate in the study. The first phase of the study listed 12 roles and descriptions of
distance education as discerned from a literature review. The second phase asked
participants to associate competencies with the roles. Fifty-seven competencies were
identified from the literature for inclusion on the survey. The third phase asked the
experts to rate the competencies and the last phase asked the experts to review the ratings
in comparison with the group median.
Thirteen roles were identified from the study as necessary to implement distance
education. Of the 13 roles identified those of administrator skills and instructor skills
were among the top two in importance. The competencies that were associated with the
administrator role included managerial skills and strategic planning skills. The
competencies associated with the instructor role included content knowledge, teaching
strategies, technology skills, and instructional design for interactive technologies. The
competencies required of the instructor would find needed support and resources from the
administration and it strategic planning.
Betts’ (1998) study uncovered similar results to Williams’ study in regard to the
desire for administrator support for instructors. The goal of the Betts’ study was to
identify factors that motivate faculty to teach distance education courses and factors that
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inhibit faculty from teaching distance education courses. Three surveys were used that
had been developed specifically for this study. The surveys were piloted at a separate
university prior to being given to the test university. The surveys were submitted to
faculty across eight schools of the university. Survey responses were received from 539
participants. Among the questions, participants were asked to respond by making
recommendations for faculty development and what they thought a policy governing
distance education should be. The responses to the questions indicated that faculty felt
that administrator support should be in place to assure technical, administrative, and
financial support. In addition, they requested the assurance of quality courses and
programs by way of administrator assistance with course development, faculty training,
and a focus on skill development in the use of new technologies, course design, and
teaching strategies. The desire to have faculty support from administrators was clear in
these results. The faculty members were interested in quality and realized that quality
requires support and training which would be a product of administrator support.
Similar to the concerns instructors struggle with are the concerns students have
upon entering the online environment. Students enter distance learning with certain
expectations. According to Hiltz and Shea (2005) using data from a State University of
New York Learning Network survey of students from the year 2000 to 2002, many
students take DL courses due to scheduling conflicts with work, family, and other time
constraints. Therefore the support services, administratively and from the instructor, are
necessary components to ensure that the conveniences of DL are in place without
disrupting the educational integrity.
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Learner support in distance education is a top priority for instilling quality into
courses as depicted in a Distance Education Report (2003) study. The study was
conducted for a university in California that developed a rubric that the participants felt
described quality in online instruction. The goal was to determine the nature of student
learning. A committee comprised of faculty, staff, administrators, and students met to
discuss the criteria for the rubric for online instruction. The final criteria and the finalized
rubric were then approved by a committee of deans and faculty at the university. The
results included six categories that directly impacted ways of teaching and how students
learn: learner support and resources, online organization and design, instructional design
and delivery, assessment and evaluation, technology, and faculty feedback. The
committee felt that the rubric categories identified quality issues in distance education
practices. Each of the categories defined was felt to impact the quality of instruction and
learner outcomes. The uses of the rubric included evaluation of courses, self evaluation,
and course development. The rubric was the result of a joint effort by the various
stakeholders.
The primary purpose of the study was to identify the nature of student learning.
The rubric addressed specific questions that would impact student learning. The questions
were addressed specifically to students in an effort to collect student perspectives. There
are no questions that are directed to instructors and administrators and therefore a well
rounded perspective from the three stakeholder groups is lacking. The report did not state
if the rubric categories were a compromise among stakeholders nor if the individual
stakeholder groups rated certain characteristics as more important than others. However,
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the rubric was being used in practice and the report anticipated other uses for the rubric
for the future.
Support from school administrators is important for students in distance learning
as much of the support they desire is related to administrative cooperation. The use of a
literature review led Restarui (2004) to comment that the ability of an institution to
provide a high quality education depends upon the understanding and integration of the
needs of all stakeholders into the program development. Students need support from the
instructors and the administrators. She noted that instructors are often called upon to
assist students with a variety of issues to include course content but also academic
advising and technology issues. According to Restarui, students are desirous of support
systems such as academic advising, library services, and technical support that are
generally provided by the administrators. The cooperation of the stakeholders in
identifying the necessary components of distance education will aid in the formation of
services that will add a sense of quality to the student’s learning experience
Administrators are being challenged to produce quality distance education
programs and to provide evidence of the quality. Because of the variety of the
stakeholders, administrators should be receptive to the involvement, thoughts, and
opinions of all stakeholder groups in order to provide a comprehensive evaluation of
quality for degree programs (Oliver, 2000). An example of stakeholder involvement
would be the differing opinions between faculty and administrators regarding incentives
and motivation for teaching online. Betts (1998) observed that there is an inconsistency
between the perceptions of faculty members and the administrators, citing a
misconception in relation to intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors.
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Schifter (2000) conducted a study to determine motivational factors causing
faculty to teach online. In particular the study wanted to discover administrator
compensation and incentive practices. The study was conducted using a survey that was
sent to several organizations including the Florida Distance Learning Association, the
National University Telecommunications network, and the Instructional Technology
Council. The survey was used to gather data from the participants regarding faculty
compensation and incentive practices. The participants were 212 individuals from 160
institutions and 45 states.
The Schifter (2000) study results showed that compensation took a variety of
forms. Some schools paid for the faculty’s Internet service provider, some offered extra
pay for teaching distance education courses while some schools paid no monetary
incentive. Additional incentives took the form of travel costs and in a limited number of
schools, provision of graduate or teaching assistants. The data analysis showed that
compensation in the form of financial rewards or salary increases was rare; in fact less
than half of the respondents received financial compensation. Faculty release time varied
from only 21% receiving release time often, with 48% receiving time off only
occasionally, and 23% never received release time. The study provided an overview of
faculty considerations when teaching online that included the extra time in development
and maintenance of the course. However, the incentives and compensation that are
provided from the administration do not highlight practices that would assist the
instructors in dealing with the time involvement such as release time and assistants.
Schifter’s (2000) study concurred with results depicting no similarities in
motivational factors among faculty and administrators for involvement in distance

66
education. These observations support Oliver’s (2000) comment that including all
stakeholders in decisions on course quality may be a necessity. Failure to include the
opinions of the stakeholder groups may be indicative of problems with course quality.
Similarly, Wepner, Bowes, and Serotkin (2005) experienced the importance of
stakeholder communication during a study they conducted that encouraged technology
use in teacher education. They found that all stakeholders needed to be involved in
promoting technology in education to make it a successful endeavor, stating that,
“Neglecting any one of the three groups undermines the entire process” (p. 112).

Summary
The themes running through the literature discussed quality in many terms such as
benchmarks, standards, accountability (Carnevale, 2001; Morrison et al., 2003) and an
institutional commitment to establish quality (Benson, 2003; Kuh, 2001). However, the
most recurring theme was that defining quality is at best difficult and therefore
developing guidelines based on quality remains elusive (Eaton, 2001; Fine, 2000; Parker,
2004). Additionally, the theme of incorporating the views of all stakeholders in an effort
to establish the marks of quality was very prevalent (Barbera, 2004; Pitt et al., 1995;
Tucker, 1997). The key players in distance education are the administrators, faculty, and
the students. The literature indicated that each stakeholder is concerned about and
interested in evidence of quality in distance education. The stakeholders tended to hone in
on the same topic areas of concern yet each may have varying perceptions on the
importance of each area which can lead to inconsistency in course quality (Jones et al.,
2002). Some of the topic areas discussed in the literature involved defining quality,
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interaction among stakeholders, reaching agreement among stakeholders, feedback,
advising, faculty skills, student skills, academic advising, technological support,
administrative support, student and faculty satisfaction, and the implementation of
standards once recognized.
The variety of stakeholders involved in distance education presented an
opportunity to study those topics each considers important to the quality of distance
education. In addition to stakeholders’ perspectives is the complexity of the technical
environment in which distance education is engulfed. The distance learning world is very
complex and often convoluted. The ability to grapple with these complexities and create a
reputable, well rounded educational program is a challenge.
The stakeholders involved in distance education need to voice their opinions
regarding the future of distance learning (Pitt et al., 1995; Tucker, 1997). Improvements
to quality cannot be addressed until the stakeholders have identified what they consider to
be quality distance learning. Allowing a single stakeholder to force revisions undermines
the perspectives of the others. Whether a compromise by all stakeholders will be
necessary or if it is possible to accommodate all perspectives is yet to been seen, but as
stated by Egan and Akdere (2005), “The value of distance education overall is tied to the
development of relevant expertise by all stakeholders” (p. 90).
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Chapter 3
Methodology

Introduction
Attempts have been made to discover the specific topics of concern to the
stakeholders involved in DL. The search for specific areas of concern is an attempt to
identify characteristics that may be indicative of quality in distance education. The
purpose of this study was to add to the existing body of literature regarding quality in
distance education using a descriptive study design. This study attempted to answer the
following research questions:
1. What do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators for
distance learning courses?
2. How do student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality indicators compare?

Overview
This study replicated, with some modifications, a study that was conducted in
2004 by Stewart, Hong, and Strudler in which researchers strove to develop and validate
an instrument for measuring the student evaluation of quality in a distance learning
environment. Stewart et al. were dissatisfied with previous studies that did not include
evidence of construct validity and which did not incorporate both student surveys and a
literature review. The Stewart et al. study followed a process that included the
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development of a survey instrument, data collection, validation, and development of the
final instrument.
Stewart et al. (2004) began by developing a preliminary questionnaire to generate
items for the student evaluation. The preliminary questionnaire required participants to
list as many factors as possible that they believed would impact the effectiveness of their
web based course. The questionnaire was delivered to 111 students and three instructors
in four distance learning math courses at a community college. The response rate was
55% for student respondents and 100% for instructor respondents. The responses were
assigned to a preliminary list of categories if the response aligned well with that
particular category. If there was not a preexisting category for reference then a new item
category was created. Iterations of the responses and questions resulted in 44 items that
lent themselves to six specific categories as follows: 1) appearance and structure of web
pages, 2) hyperlinks and navigation, 3) technical issues, 4) class procedures and
expectations, 5) delivery of instruction, and 6) interaction.
Stewart et al. (2004) then conducted a literature review to help capture any
categories that might not have been identified in the preliminary questionnaire. The
literature review disclosed the same topic areas as the initial questionnaire with the
addition of a new category: presence of instructors and peers. The final instrument
contained seven categories comprised of between seven and ten items for a final total of
65 items.
The items were placed into a five-point Likert scale with the following choices:
1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = undecided, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree.
Stewart et al. (2004) also added the choice of 9 = not applicable. Thirty-eight of the
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questions were stated in a positive format while the other 27 being phrased negatively to
control for acquiescence. Stewart et al. also added a free response category to allow
participants the opportunity to provide additional comments. Item review was then
performed by two university professors who had experience in testing and measurements.
In addition, two doctoral students with educational technology experience reviewed the
items. The review by the experts eliminated three items and revisions were made to all
remaining items.
Testing for content validity was performed by four university professors with
educational technology experience. They were asked to place each of the items in the
instrument into one of the established categories or into a new category. They were then
asked to identify items felt to be irrelevant to the study. The results of the review for
content validity eliminated four items and further revisions to the remaining items. This
second revision to the instrument resulted in 59 items.
The instrument was then converted into a format for delivery over the Internet
(see Appendix A). Item tryout was conducted using eight volunteers from distance
learning courses in psychology and math at a community college. The volunteers were
asked to comment on item clarity and to provide additional feedback as they deemed
necessary. The results of the item tryout suggested another revision. These final revisions
resulted in the development of the “Initial Questionnaire” with seven categories as
follows: 1) appearance and structure of web pages, 2) hyperlinks and navigation,
3) technical issues, 4) class procedures and expectations, 5) content delivery, 6) online
applications, and 7) presence of instructor and peers. The final questionnaire contained a
total of 60 items.
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The questionnaire was then placed on the Internet with a cover letter and an
informed consent form. Online instructors at numerous institutions were asked to present
the questionnaire to their undergraduate students. Instructors were not asked to complete
the survey because the target population was the student body of undergraduate distance
learners. The responses totaled over 1,000 participants from more than 100 courses.
The results of the questionnaire were tested for reliability using Cronbach’s alpha
calculation for each of the categories on the questionnaire to estimate internal consistency.
It was determined that none of the items needed to be removed. Factor analysis was
conducted to describe the data set. Stewart et al. (2004) used four principal component
analyses and four maximum likelihood methods. Missing data methods were also utilized
due to the use of the “not applicable” choice in the questionnaire. The maximum
likelihood extractions produced some anomalies as did the principal component analyses.
Both analyses were deleted from the final analysis of the data as they were not
compatible with the information gleaned from the literature review. However, the
principal component extraction method with a varimax and direct oblimin rotation did
expose categories similar to the initial questionnaire. The final instrument was produced
based on these data analysis. The final instrument contained 44 items in seven categories
(see Appendix A).
The methodology used in the Stewart et al. (2004) study was used in this study
with some modifications. The Stewart et al. study was modified to include three groups
of stakeholders: administrators, faculty, and students. Therefore the population for this
study varied from the previous study based on the inclusion of these added stakeholders.
Many aspects of the previous study were replicated such as the use of experts to generate
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the initial survey items, categories to be presented on the survey, the use of experts for
survey item review and content validity, and the use of stakeholders as participants for
the study. The Stewart study pilot tested the questionnaire to test for validity and
reliability. Similarly this study performed a pilot test of the survey instrument using
approximately 60 distance learning students, three instructors, three administrators, and
expert panel members. Test reliability and item analysis followed the Stewart study’s
testing use of Cronbach’s alpha. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for each factor to
estimate test score reliability as described in the phase five section below.
The study by Stewart et al. (2004) was valuable in many ways and techniques
were borrowed for this study as stated above. Because many of the processes used in the
Stewart study were used in this study, permission was sought and received from Dr.
Ingrid Stewart (see Appendix B). The use of the literature review, experts, and item
tryout were useful. The Stewart et al. study examined student perspectives and focused
deeply on aspects of the course design. This study examined perspectives from three
stakeholder groups and disclosed topics of quality concern beyond the scope of course
design. Building upon the Stewart study was beneficial but the limitations of the Stewart
study required a larger population to be involved. The stakeholder groups were more
varied for this study which allowed for a wider range of topic areas and therefore the
need to develop a new survey instrument. Table 2 summarizes the steps that were
followed.

73
Table 2. Research Phases
Phase

Description

Phase One: Identification of Topics

Identification of topic areas through a
literature review and the use of the
Stewart study.

Phase Two: Population overview and
selection of expert panel members

Description of the target population and
criteria for selecting the expert panel
members who participated in the NGT to
determine items that should be included on
a survey to collect stakeholder perceptions.

Phase Three: Topics and NGT

Process by which topic areas were retained
or deleted for use in a survey instrument
using a consensus among experts in the field
of distance education.

Phase Four: Preliminary Survey

Process by which the expert panel results
were incorporated into a survey instrument.
The review process iterations by the
expert panel prior to finalization of the preliminary instrument used in the pilot study.

Phase Five: Pilot Study

This phase explains the steps involved in the
pilot study of the preliminary survey
instrument.

Phase Six: Final Survey

This phase explains the steps that were
taken to deliver the final survey to the
target population that was described in
phase two.

Phase Seven: Data Collection and
Analysis

Collection and analysis of the data used to
answer the research questions.
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Research Phases
Phase One: Identification of Topics
The current research project was carried out in several phases. The first phase was
to conduct a review of the literature to identify the topics and/or categories that the
stakeholders perceived to be indicative of quality in distance education. Similar, although
varying in format to the approach used by Stewart (2001) the review of literature,
followed by a review by a panel of experts helped to remove unnecessary or redundant
items as well as helped to validate the content. The study by Stewart explained that it was
difficult to locate instruments to measure distance education quality that provided
construct validity. The Stewart study was also dissatisfied with instruments that included
surveys but were not based on literature reviews.
The current study varied from the Stewart (2001) format in that the stakeholder
group was broadened to consist of three different perspectives. The Stewart study’s
preliminary questionnaire asked students to list factors thought to impact their distance
education experience. Expanding upon the previous study, this study queried three
stakeholder groups and ultimately gathered information from a more diverse perspective
by presenting information disclosed from the literature review regarding all stakeholders.
The current study anticipated that topic areas that were uncovered would need
categorization and that there was a possibility that some topic areas would be redundant
or require development of new categories. For instance, the Roblyer and Wiencke (2003)
study mentioned above conducted a literature review to help identify interactive qualities
that could be measured using a rubric they developed. In the process they found that their
topics displayed many different categories and views. They also discovered that many of
the topics could be easily managed once deposited into a specific category. As seen, their
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particular study revealed three distinct areas of concentration. They were able to sort their
criteria into these categories and then identified specific elements within those categories.
Similarly, other studies (Cohen & Ellis, 2002; Pollard & Pollard, 2004; Williams, 2003)
have shown that compiling such a list usually required filtering and categorizing items
into like categories.
As with the previous studies, this research used the literature review to uncover
topics of concern to the stakeholders. The topics (see Appendix C ) that were submitted
to an expert panel for review were defining quality (Barbera, 2004; Magee et al., 2005;
Parker 2004; Pitt et al., 1995; Tucker, 1997), interaction between stakeholders (Arbaugh,
2001; Chickering et al., 1987; Hiltz et al., 2000; Lorenzo et al., 2002; Moore, 1989;
Roblyer et al., 2003), student and faculty satisfaction (Betts, 1998; Eaton, 2001; Levy,
2007; Phipps et al., 2000; Morrison et al., 2003; Schauer et al., 2005), technical skills
(Brooks, 2003; MacDonald et al., 2005; Smith, 2005; Wepner et al., 2005), instructor
support to students (Carnevale et al., 2003; Kuh, 2001; Richardson et al., 2003), feedback
( Distance Education Report, 2003; Hiltz & Shea, 2005; McDonald, 2002; Schauer et al.,
2005; Schifter, 2000), administrative support for faculty and students (Ansah & Johnson,
2003; Barclay, 2001; Beard et al., 2004; Berge, 1998; Commission on Colleges, 2005;
Jaffee, 1998; Lapadula, 2003; Parscal, 2000; Rovai et al., 2004), and social presence
(Arbaugh, 2001; Hiltz et al., 2000; Oliver, 2000; Schifter, 2000; Sederberg, 2003).

Phase Two: Population Overview and Selection
Mazur (2004) noted that to make data generalizable to the population at large, the
sampling must be representative. The population of stakeholders needed for the current
study as the expert panel and the population needed as respondents for the survey were
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comprised of stakeholders from each group, namely administrators, faculty, and students
from Troy University. Specifically, the population of interest in this study was faculty,
students, and administrators at Troy University’s University College who are involved in
distance education. Troy’s University College is a division of the Troy University system
that caters to a less traditional population of learners with the majority of courses being
conducted via a distance learning format. The population of Troy University is similar to
non- profit universities that fall under the SACS accreditation policies which state among
other principles that the institution will comply with Comprehensive Standards
(Principles of Accreditation, 2004) of institutional mission, governance, and effectiveness
to be conducted to ensure a level of accomplishment. Troy University is similar to other
universities that offer undergraduate programs in traditional and distance education
formats with goals similar to the following as presented in the Troy University
Institutional Research, Planning, and Effectiveness Fact Book (IRPE, 2006):
1. Provide an international scope to university programs and services.
2. Provide a variety of undergraduate and graduate programs in traditional,
nontraditional, and electronic formats.
3. Maintain a diverse student population.
4. Provide services that promote the individual welfare of students.
5. Maintain a dedicated faculty and staff.
6. Promote discovery and exploration of knowledge dedicated to life-long
learning success.
7. Ensure effective teaching.
8. Ensure the development of creative partnerships, scholarship, and research.
9. Ensure efficient and effective operations and provide resources as needed to
implement institutional mission, goals, and objectives. (p. 10).

The participants for preliminary steps and participants for the survey’s
distribution were comprised of the students, faculty, and administrators of Troy
University’s Southeast Region. The Southeast Region encompasses several states

77
including Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Florida as the largest populations
for the purposes of this study (IRPE, 2006). However, due to a smaller number of
administrators in comparison to faculty and students, the reach for the administrator
group in regard to the final survey included administrators from the Troy main campus as
well as the Southeast Region. There were three stakeholders involved in this study. The
study targeted approximately 10% of the overall population (Gay & Airasian, 2000) of
Troy University’s University College. The percentage constituted approximately 60
administrators, 300 instructors, and 2,000 students who are involved in undergraduate
distance learning at Troy University.
Selection of Expert Panel Members
The selection of an expert panel was necessary to validate the items for the survey
instrument. Research indicated that validating criteria for rubrics, questionnaires, surveys,
and similar studies can be accomplished by enlisting a panel of experts to review the
criteria. This study needed similar clarification from a panel of experts in that it was
necessary to identify the topics considered most critical to quality in distance learning.
Richey, Klein, and Nelson (2004) indicated that research usually requires such reviews to
determine instrument validity. Roblyer and Wiencke (2003) stated that “a rubric should
be shown to have sufficient validity and reliability to establish its usefulness in clarifying
expected performance” and that “content validity results when content-area experts agree
that the instrument meets specified criteria”, (p. 90).
Studies by Pollard et al. (2004), Richey et al. (2004), and Roblyer et al. (2003)
stated that expert panel members were chosen because of their experience with previous
studies and/or their experience in the distance education field. Williams (2003) and
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Stewart et al. (2004) noted that a group that represents the target population is useful in
discussing the research topic for more clarification and illumination of concerns. Other
studies also found that using stakeholders who have a direct connection to the topics of
concern could be very beneficial to the study’s ability to remain on task and on topic
(Cohen & Ellis, 2002; Niederhauser & Stoddart, 2001; Wepner et al., 2005).
The Delphi study mentioned previously, conducted by Egan and Akdere (2005) to
clarify the roles of stakeholders in distance education, found that a panel consisting of
between 10-20 expert members (Pollard & Pollard, 2004) is adequate. Egan and Akdere
stated that the Delphi method was effective for collecting a consensus from professionals
and was an advantageous manner in which to gather data and opinions.
Following the guidelines from the previous studies, the panel for this study
consisted of three members from each stakeholder group who had experience in the field
of distance education. The expert panel members were selected based on their experience
in the distance learning environment as suggested by Pollard et al. (2004), Richey et al.,
(2004), Roblyer et al., (2003) and for their direct relation to the topic areas (Cohen &
Ellis, 2002; Niederhauser & Stoddart, 2001; Wepner et al., 2005). The panel members
were associated with the Troy University Southeast Region Headquarters location to
allow for convenience in proximity to the face-to-face meeting discussed below. Three
panel members hold terminal degrees in education and served for at least five years as
administrators for undergraduate distance learning programs for Troy University, three
members taught undergraduate distance learning courses for Troy University for a
minimum of five years with online teaching experience, and the remaining three
members were students who were enrolled in undergraduate distance learning degree
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programs with Troy University for a minimum of two years. Choosing experienced
members from each group of stakeholders helped to ensure that each group’s perceptions
were represented. An email was sent to prospective expert panel participants requesting
consent and participation (see Appendix D) in the study.
Phase Three: Topics and Expert Panel Review (NGT)
Based upon the email responses and acceptance from the expert panel members to
participate in the study (see Appendix D) a Nominal Group Technique (NGT) format was
arranged. The Nominal Group Technique was originally conceived by Delbecq, Van de
Ven, and Gustafson (1975) as a means by which to encourage collaboration and
discussion among varied individuals regarding topic areas and to arrive at a democratic
decision about the topics’ importance. According to Jones (2004), the NGT in its truest
form consists of the following six steps: individual generation of ideas, recording of ideas
in round-robin fashion, group discussion to organize the list, preliminary vote to select
the most important ideas, group discussion of the outcomes from the vote, and final
voting on how to prioritize the items. Jones’ specific study was an attempt to select topics
for student seminars. Based on information from the previous year, Jones found that
seminar topics that had been selected by faculty members at the University of
Wollongong were not enticing to the student population for which they were to benefit as
the attendance at most of the seminars was low. The following year presented a similar
dilemma for the university. In an attempt to present seminar topics that would interest the
students the university undertook an NGT study. The Jones study conducted two nominal
groups using students just beginning a degree and another group of students who had
recently completed a degree. Four department chairs were asked to select two students
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who would represent the two nominal groups. The 16 students were contacted by email
and asked to participate in a discussion group to plan the seminar series for the year. The
responses yielded a participation group of five students beginning a degree and six who
had recently completed a degree. The Jones study followed the initial steps of the NGT
however later stages were altered to adapt to their format which included a survey.
The Jones (2004) study began with the participants meeting together in person
and reviewing topics from the previous year’s seminar sessions. This review was
followed by a question that asked each participant to write down topics they felt should
be included in the next year’s sessions. Participants were given 15 minutes to record their
suggested topics. The next step followed the NGT step two of recording all responses in
round-robin fashion until all ideas were listed on a whiteboard. Step three of the NGT
asked the participants to discuss and organize the topics and to remove duplicate items.
Still following the original NGT format the Jones study then initiated step four by asking
the participants to cast a preliminary vote to select the most important topics. The
participants were asked to select three topics they considered the most important from the
whiteboard. The Jones study varied from the original steps of the NGT by not instituting
steps five and six which ask the group to discuss the vote outcomes and to make a final
vote to prioritize items. This variation was clarified in that the study’s intent was to
include all of the items which received at least one vote on a survey yet to be developed.
Jones (2004) noted that the original six steps in the true NGT can be varied, as
with her study, for the purposes of different studies. For example, a study by Nelson,
Jayanthi, Brittain, Epstein, and Bursuck (2002) did not use step one of the NGT, that of
generating ideas. The Nelson et al. (2002) study had predefined topics from an earlier
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study they wanted evaluated and ranked by importance and therefore step one of the NGT
was not needed. As such the Nelson et al. study actually began the NGT process at the
third step, the group discussion of ideas. The Nelson et al. study wanted to determine the
effectiveness of 44 strategies for communication between home and school regarding
homework for disabled students. The strategies had been identified at an earlier date by
using focus groups. The nine study participants included school administrators, family
members, and teachers. The Nelson et al. study modified the NGT in two specific ways.
The first two steps of the NGT were not used due to the previous identification of the
topic areas (44 strategies). The final step of the NGT, the final vote, was revised by using
a consensus among participates as opposed to a final vote.
During the NGT session in the Nelson et al. (2002) study the participants were
asked to rate the topics on a 4-point Likert-type scale. A value score was then calculated
for each item by adding individual ratings of the group and then dividing that figure by
the number of group members. This score was used to rank the items and select those that
were most important. Stewart et al. (2004) chose the cut-off point for selected and nonselected items by using a simple count or by the point at which there was a significant
drop from one value total to the next. Eliminated items were those receiving a score
ranging from 1.75 to 2.60. Accepted items had scores between 3.00 and 4.00.
Similar to the NGT studies discussed this study modified the NGT process
slightly. Based upon the email response and acceptance from the expert panel members to
participate in the study (see Appendix D), an informal face-to-face meeting was arranged
based on time and availability for all members. As with the Nelson et al. (2002) study,
step one of the NGT was modified because the topic areas had been identified via the
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literature review and the Stewart et al. (2004) study and survey. The panel was asked to
review the welcome and topics document (see Appendix E). The panel also reviewed
topics disclosed by the literature review (see Appendix C) and in particular they were
asked to review the pre-existing topic categories presented in the Stewart study: 1)
appearance of web pages, 2) hyperlinks and navigation, 3) technical issues, 4) online
applications, 5) class procedures and expectations, 6) content delivery, and 7) instructor
and peer interaction. The panel was asked to review silently and to write down ideas and
thoughts about the topics and their relation to quality in distance education. Additionally,
they were asked to consider the individual items listed under the pre-existing Stewart
categories, to move individual items to another category or to suggest new categories and
items if they felt the previous study’s categories and items were not adequate. New
categories that surfaced during the NGT that did not align well with an existing category
were considered for creation as a new category. The category and item review was
followed by a round-robin feedback session. Each participant was asked to state an idea
or thought concerning each category and item until all had been added to a whiteboard.
The round-robin session was followed by a discussion of the whiteboard results for
clarification and evaluation.
The whiteboard discussions were followed with a request for each member to
participate in a silent voting process. Each member was presented with a list of the
discussion results and asked to rate each item on a Likert-type scale. The scale differed
slightly from the Nelson et al. (2002) study that used a 4-point scale by using a 6-point
scale allowing each member to judge the importance of each item. Participants rated the
items as follows in relation to the importance for course quality: 6) strongly agree, 5)
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agree, 4) undecided, 3) disagree, 2) strongly disagree, and 1) not applicable. The items
and corresponding scores were recorded on the white board. As with the Nelson study,
items receiving an average score from 1.75 to 2.60 were considered not important to
course quality and subsequently eliminated. Items averaging above 2.60 were considered
acceptable topics that could impact the quality of distance education courses. Any
participant who felt strongly about an item that was considered for deletion was given the
opportunity to elaborate on his or her reasons to retain the item. The NGT allowed for
two additional steps if warranted. The participants were given the opportunity to discuss
any and all items further if anyone desired. Following further discussion a new vote was
taken using the same 6-point scale as above.
The categories noted in the Stewart (2004) survey are very similar to the
categories discovered in the literature review for the current study, for example, social
presence and technical issues. As such, the Stewart categories were the foundation for
this study’s discussion with the addition of topics discovered in the literature review that
are not specific to the Stewart study. The topics not presented in the previous study as
categories were support issues to stakeholders and stakeholder satisfaction with the
distance education environment.
The NGT afforded the opportunity for each of the topics to be discussed and
considered for inclusion as categories on a pilot survey that was delivered to the
stakeholders at large. The Nominal Group Technique (NGT) as described by Jane (2004)
is a method by which to derive consensus from a group while helping to prioritize issues.
Jane noted that the NGT is more structured than some other group research techniques
such as brainstorming. The basis for the NGT is that nominal groups are considered to
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generate a better flow of ideas and a better quality of ideas than does the brainstorming
technique (Mycoted, 2005).
This study followed the NGT techniques described above. To summarize, the
expert panel was asked to review the topic items disclosed by the literature review (see
Appendix C) and in particular they were asked to review and discuss the pre-existing
categories presented in the Stewart (2004) survey (see Appendix A). The categories and
category items in the Stewart study were not reviewed by three stakeholder groups. The
current study subjected the Stewart categories and category items to faculty, students, and
administrators. In addition, there were topics gleaned from the literature review (see
Appendix C) that were not included in the Stewart (2004) study, namely support issues to
stakeholders and stakeholder satisfaction with the distance education environment.
The panel was asked to silently record their thoughts. The subsequent step was a roundrobin recording of panel member thoughts on the topics and discussion by all members.
The panel followed the discussion with a silent vote as described above. Time was
allotted for continued discussion following the vote. A new vote followed this discussion.
It was necessary to include each stakeholder group for purposes of reviewing the
literature review topics in addition to the Stewart (2004) categories and items in an effort
to discover their importance in relation to distance education quality.
Phase Four: Preliminary Survey Development
The results from the expert panel meeting and voting rounds were reviewed by
the researcher and placed into the categories that the panel deemed appropriate. The goal
was to organize the categories and category items that would be used to create the
preliminary survey instrument. The Stewart (2004) study uncovered seven categories by
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way of grouping topics and eliminating redundant items. The current study, based on the
outcome of the expert panel meeting agreed upon categories and items for the survey that
were incorporated into the preliminary survey. The survey category items were developed
using guidelines for item construction as suggested by Charlton (2002). Charlton noted
that the rating scale is used most frequently for data collection from large populations and
produces easily quantifiable data. Charlton also emphasized that the response scale and
descriptor set are important factors in developing the survey, as they determine the
respondents’ answers. The scale determines how the respondents may answer and
therefore should be given significant consideration in the development stages of the
survey. Response alternatives or descriptors should be chosen for consistency and clarity.
They must be understood by all respondents and show evidence of polarity, or a balance
in the choices, i.e. strongly agree should have a balance of strongly disagree. A neutral
midpoint or a response such as, not applicable was included because Charlton
commented that “denying a neutral midpoint tends to increase the variability about the
theoretical center and thus reduces the discriminability near the center” (p. 230). Items
were constructed to avoid absolutes such as always, never, many, and few as well as
avoiding generalities such as adequate to avoid ambiguous responses and responses that
may be indicative of amateur or untrained respondents (Stewart et al., 2004).
The categories and category items presented in the Stewart (2004) survey were
included in the current study’s preliminary survey as agreed upon by the expert panel
meeting. The Stewart category items were worded in such a way as to reflect respondent
answers regarding a specific course in which they were enrolled. For example, under the
category of class procedures and expectations, participants were asked to respond to the
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following items in regard to their instructor: “I am told exactly how to turn in each
assignment or the grading procedures are clearly stated”. As such, the wordings for the
Stewart (2004) items were slightly altered to exclude references to specific course
requirements. The researcher reworded some items to present a more universal approach
to distance education as opposed to the Stewart focus on an individual course. The expert
panel was given the opportunity to review changes and to make revisions or suggestions
with the item review worksheet discussed below.
Each item in a category was listed with a Likert- type rating scale. The options for
rating the items were as follows: 6) strongly agree, 5) agree, 4) undecided, 3) disagree, 2)
strongly disagree, and 1) not applicable. In addition, a free form field was available for
any participant who wished to provide additional comments. Examples of the items and
format for the item review sent to the experts can be seen in Appendix F.
Preliminary Survey Review
The Stewart (2004) study conducted an expert panel review of survey items prior
to delivery of the survey to the population. This study conducted a similar review.
Following the expert panel meeting the categories and items selected for inclusion on the
survey were adapted into a question format for purposes of the preliminary survey as
discussed above. The Stewart study conducted an item review using two experts from the
faculty stakeholder group and two experts from the student stakeholder group. Similarly,
this study’s item review was performed by the original expert panel consisting of three
members from each stakeholder group. This review allowed all members of the panel to
examine if the outcomes of the NGT have been clearly represented. The item review
worksheet (see Appendix G) used in the Stewart study was emailed to the expert panel.
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The worksheet included the Stewart (2004) survey items minus the deletions as
determined by the expert panel and the additional items that were created based upon the
expert panel meeting. The item review worksheet was emailed to the expert panel
members for review with a request to return responses via email within five days of
receipt. The worksheet mail out allowed each expert to review the survey and critique the
items. They were asked to comment on the content as well as on the wording and format
of the items. The goal was to remove similar or duplicated items and/or to categorize like
items, or create new categories for the items.
It was previously established that item review would be conducted once unless
there was disagreement among the panel members based upon the comments section of
each item try out. There was no disagreement among the stakeholders regarding the
revisions. This process was similar to the Stewart (2004) study that asked two university
professors familiar with tests and measures and two doctoral students from the field of
educational technology to review the items for level of readability, grammar, and clarity.
Content Validation
To ensure content validity in the Stewart (2004) study the revised items were
given to four university professors who were asked to place items into the existing
categories or to create new categories. They were also asked to screen for items that
appeared to be irrelevant. The importance of this review as suggested by Harris (2002) is
that the items presented in a questionnaire help to ensure validity and reliability of the
instrument. The current study replicated the Stewart study’s content validation process.
The “Content Validation Worksheet” used in the Stewart study (see Appendix H) was
emailed along with the preliminary survey to one representative of each stakeholder
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group who was not a participant on the original expert panel. Each recipient had
credentials comparable to the expert panel members as described above. The researcher
chose each stakeholder based upon information provided in the University College
database that discloses time in service, classes taught, classes taken, and specific role in
education, such as student, faculty, or administrator. The stakeholders were asked to
review the survey for content validity by answering the questions on the worksheet which
assess item relevance to distance education quality. Additionally, they were asked to
place each item into one of the identified categories. Delivery of responses was requested
within five days of receipt.
The Stewart (2004) study compiled the responses into a simple color coded table
for review purposes. This study followed the same format. The category items were
inserted into rows on a table. One row contained one category item. This format is shown
in Table 3, where specific questions were considered by the content validation experts to
have better placement in an alternate category. The topics identified in the literature
review of support issues and stakeholder satisfactions were added because the expert
panel deemed them necessary for inclusion.
The content validation feedback created a minimal need for revisions to the
survey. The researcher made the necessary changes based upon this review. All items that
were revised were highlighted on the survey and emailed to the original nine expert panel
members for review. They were asked to comment on the revisions. The researcher made
any changes based upon their comments and emailed the revisions to the expert panel for
review until all members were satisfied with the survey’s presentation.
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Phase Five: Pilot Study
The survey underwent a pilot study using a group of stakeholders within the
university system and including the expert panel members to help validate the instrument.
In order to determine if each group of stakeholders had the same or differing perceptions
about the specific survey items, the same survey was delivered to all groups. Group
responses were differentiated by asking each respondent to select his or her stakeholder
group listed on the survey. To ensure that all participants completed this field it was
required before the survey could be submitted. The pilot study targeted a small Troy
University population of approximately 60 distance learning undergraduate students,
three instructors, three administrators, and the nine expert panel members.
Table 3. Format of Content Validation Expert Data Collection
Survey
Item
Current Category
Proposed Category
Q4
Technical Issues
Course Design
Class
Q5
Technical Issues
Procedures/Expectations
Class
Q21
Procedures/Expectations
Technical Issues
Class
Q24
Procedures/Expectations
Instructor/Peer Interactions
Class
Q36
Content Delivery
Procedures/Expectations
Class
Q37
Content Delivery
Procedures/Expectations

Stakeholder
All
All
All
All
All
All

An email was sent to prospective participants. The email included a request (see
Appendix I) for their participation along with the informed consent form. The Troy
system has the ability to send emails to “all faculty”, “all students”, and “all staff” which
helped to afford a number count of participants in each stakeholder group. The email
contained the link to the online survey and the item tryout worksheet used in the Stewart
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study (see Appendix J). The responses to the preliminary survey were compiled into a
color coded table as used above for computation purposes.
Test reliability and item analysis followed the Stewart (2004) study’s testing use
of Cronbach’s alpha, principle component analysis, and maximum likelihood methods.
As with the Stewart study, this study calculated Cronbach’s alpha for each factor to
estimate test score reliability. Frequency tables were computed for each item. The
Stewart study analyzed individual items by assigning an item-total correlation coefficient
to determine the item’s representation of the category in which it was placed. Stewart
determined that coefficients equal to or less than .20 would be removed. Stewart also
calculated the standard deviation and mean for each item. The Stewart items’ means
ranged from 3.09 to 4.61. Standard deviations ranged from .60 to 1.19. The lowest item
mean of 3.09 had the highest standard deviation and was retained on the survey. The item
with the highest mean, 4.6 had the lowest standard deviation. Items that ranged outside of
these scores were reconsidered by the researcher for inclusion on the survey and either
removed or reworded. The current study followed this format.
Phase Six: Final Survey
The results from the pilot study were used to refine the items for the final survey
instrument (see Appendix K) that was delivered to the target population. Changes or
deletions other than spelling or grammatical corrections were submitted to the expert
panel for a final review. The Stewart et al. (2004) study decided that if at least three out
of four panelists agreed that an item was not relevant it would be rejected. As such, this
study adhered to the policy that if at least eight out of the nine panelists agreed an item
was not relevant then the item would be rejected. The Stewart study also determined that
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if at least half of the members agreed an item was relevant then the item would remain.
Due to the odd number of panelists (nine) for this study, a consensus of at least five
panelists in agreement warranted the retention of an item. Generally, throughout the
Stewart study, consensus on the various steps was reached when at least 75% agreement
had been obtained.
Each item and/or category was listed with a Likert- type rating scale. The options
for rating the items was as follows: 6) strongly agree, 5) agree, 4) undecided, 3) disagree,
2) strongly disagree, and 1) not applicable. The final survey was sent to the target
population of administrators, students, and faculty involved in undergraduate distance
learning at Troy University’s Southeast Region via their Troy email accounts.
The stakeholder groups were identified and separated so as to send emails to only
students, only faculty, and only administrators. Therefore, stakeholders were separated by
group based on their email listing to afford a number count of representatives from each
group. Participants were emailed the same letter requesting their participation and
consent as mentioned above (see Appendix I). The same survey was emailed to each
group in an effort to gather varying opinions about the same topics. Responses to the
survey were easily separated by stakeholder group based on the first survey question that
requested identification of stakeholder role. The allotted time to deliver the survey and
collect responses was four weeks. The initial request asked participants to complete the
survey within one week. A follow up email was delivered in the second week and again
in the fourth week as a reminder to participants who had not completed the survey. The
four week time frame was used to monitor and collect the surveys from the online survey
tool.
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Phase Seven: Data Collection and Analysis
This phase consisted of the data collection and analyses in answer to the research
questions regarding stakeholder perspectives of quality and how those perspectives
compare. The survey was delivered via the Internet to participants. Likewise the data was
collected using the online survey tool that gathers responses and allows for inputting of
data into spreadsheets for further analyses.
The results of the study related the quality indicators to specific practices in
distance learning. These practices included among other factors: teaching strategies,
technological support, and administrative arrangements. Descriptive and inferential
statistics were used for this study. When the responses to the instrument were collected
an analysis of the data was performed on each of the stakeholder group’s responses using
a statistical software package.
The data collected from the Likert-scale ratings was analyzed using descriptive
statistics and inferential statistics to help answer the first research question regarding
what the individual stakeholders perceive to be most critical to the quality of
undergraduate distance learning courses. Tests for central tendency were used to show
those topic areas that were rated as most important for each group as well as those areas
that were selected by the majority of the population and the frequency with which they
were selected. In addition, tests for measures of variability specifically the range,
variance, and standard deviation of the data were conducted.
Frequency distribution helped to serve as a quality control step. Sims (2004)
noted that data processing errors are likely when transferring data from survey to data
analysis tools. Therefore, testing for frequency helps to check the accuracy of the data
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entry. Similarly, Urdan (2005) stated that researchers often use the range to ensure that all
response categories have been used; for example he used the points on a Likert scale.
Niederhauser and Stoddart (2001) used similar measures to test the relationship between
teacher perspectives and their use of technology. They developed categories of
technological software titles and coded them. They developed similar categories
describing teacher pedagogical beliefs. The third phase of their study compared the use of
technology to teacher perspectives. Among other statistical tests, the data were subjected
to tests for central tendency with many results being presented as mean and standard
deviation. Ansah and Johnson (2003) also reported results of their study on faculty
readiness for teaching via distance learning with means and standard deviation scores.
Similar statistical tests were performed for each individual group in this study.
To test for internal consistency of the survey, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated as
it was for the Stewart et al. (2004) and the Niedehauser et al. (2001) studies. The survey
contained 70 questions. Due to the large number of questions and potential difficulty
performing statistical analysis on 70 individual survey questions, factor analysis was used
to identify groups of items that loaded on the same factor. A factor analysis revealed that
the survey items loaded onto five factors. The items were examined and the identified
factors were labeled technical issues, course design, class procedures and expectations,
content delivery, and instructor/peer interaction. For the purpose of clarity, “scales” were
created suing the five identified factors. More specifically, an average participant score
was calculated for category items.
Research question one, (What do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to
be quality indicators for distance education courses?) was descriptive in nature and as
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such, a series of descriptive statistics were used to describe each groups’ responses. In
addition, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted in order to
determine if there were statistically significant differences amongst the items. To address
research question two, (How do student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality
compare?) a 3-way MANOVA was conducted using stakeholder group as the
independent variable and the five topic categories (technical issues, course design, class
procedures/expectations, content delivery, and instructor/peer interaction) as dependent
variables. The F and p values were used to determine statistical significance.
Requirements
Several steps were put into place to meet the requirements for this study. The
topic areas for the survey were extracted from the literature review. Categories and
category items were disclosed and afforded the opportunity to begin developing
preliminary formats for the initial survey that was presented to the expert panel.
Preliminary steps were taken to assure the cooperation of the expert panel of
administrators, faculty, and students.
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements set forth by Troy University
and Nova Southeastern University required that formal requests be submitted to conduct
research using human subjects. Approval from Troy University to conduct the study was
received (see Appendix L). Additionally, due to time limitations a continuation
application was submitted to Troy University’s IRB and approval received (see Appendix
M). The original approval was submitted to Nova Southeastern University along with the
IRB information packet and received approval (see Appendix N). A continuation
application was also submitted to Nova Southeastern University and approved (see
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Appendix O). In addition, each school required the researcher to take an online
presentation and pass a test to ensure comprehension of the process for conducting
research with human subjects. The online presentation and testing were completed for
both schools.
The following resources were necessary to complete this research:
1. Access to the Troy University undergraduate distance learning student
population, distance learning faculty, and administrators for the purposes of
the pilot study and the final study.
2. Permission to survey the target population was requested and granted from the
researcher’s employer, Troy University (see Appendix L). Troy University
was selected as the school for the study because of its availability to the
researcher. Permission was requested and granted from the Nova Southeastern
Institutional Review Board (see Appendix N).
3. A letter to accompany the survey was written to explain to the target
population the purpose of the study and to request permission (see
Appendixes D and I).
4. A survey was designed to submit to the target population.
5. Access to a statistical software program for analysis of data.
6. All subjects were distance learning faculty and students and administrators.
Troy University’s general requirements for computer software and Internet
connectivity were deemed adequate for the purposes of this study.
7. Surveys were delivered electronically to all subjects via their Troy University
email accounts.

96
Summary
The survey’s purpose was to collect the ratings placed upon the survey items by
the named stakeholders. Those items rated as most important by all stakeholders became
the topics of concern for course quality that can be used by the institution to measure the
quality of its distance learning courses. By taking topics of importance and placing the
topics into related categories or elements (Roblyer et al., 2003) institutions will have an
easily accessible tool for comparing their courses to the quality indicators found most
crucial to distance education.
Data analysis consisted of tests for central tendency in answer to the first research
question, what do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators
for distance learning courses? A 3-way MANOVA helped to answer the second research
question, how do student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality indicators
compare? It was predicted that the research results would be advantageous to future
iterations of distance education as an evaluation tool that can be used by universities to
monitor and improve the quality of distance education courses.
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Chapter 4
Results
The presentation of the results is divided into seven sections and presents the
outcomes from the research phases:
1. Phase One: Identification of Topics
2. Phase Two: Population Overview and Selection of Expert Panel Members
3. Phase Three: Topics and NGT
4. Phase Four: Preliminary Survey Development and Review by Panel
5. Phase Five: Pilot Study
6. Phase Six: Final Survey
7. Phase Seven: Data Collection and Analysis

Phase One: Identification of Topics
This research used a literature review to uncover topics of concern to the
stakeholders involved in distance education. The topics (see Appendix C ) identified in
the literature review were defining quality interaction between stakeholders, student and
faculty satisfaction, technical skills, instructor support to students, feedback,
administrative support for faculty, administrative support for students, and social
presence.
Topics discovered on a survey by Stewart (2004) were also included as possible
quality indicators. The topics on the Stewart survey (see Appendix A) were combined
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with the literature review topics and presented to a panel of experts for review as
discussed below in Phase Three.
Phase Two: Population Overview and Selection of Expert Panel Members
The population for the study was randomly selected from the Troy University
Southeast region’s database of administrators, instructors, and students involved in
undergraduate distance education. A data query was performed that specified that
participants should have specific qualifications as described in Table 4.
Table 4. Target Population Qualifications
Target Group Qualifications
Administrators Five years or more administrative experience working
with undergraduate distance learning programs
Terminal degree
Instructors.

Five years or more experience teaching undergraduate
distance learning courses
Graduate or terminal degree

Students

Completed two or more years of undergraduate degree
via distance education courses

A selection of 60 administrators, 300 instructors, and 2,000 students accounted for
approximately 10% of each groups’ overall population.
Nine stakeholders from the query participated in the expert panel review. The
members were selected based on their qualifications and as stated above, for their close
proximity to the physical location of the meeting room. The expert panel consisted of
three members from each stakeholder group. Three administrators, three instructors, and
three students were emailed an invitation to participate in the expert panel meeting (see
Appendix D). The email included a summary of the meeting’s purpose and an informed
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consent statement. All of the invitees responded to the request by email indicating they
would participate in the expert panel meeting.

Phase Three: Topics and NGT
A meeting was conducted with the expert panel to discuss the topic areas listed in
the Stewart (2004) study and topics disclosed through the literature review. The survey
items included Stewart’s survey items and were individually voted upon by all members
of the panel. The panel suggested that the existing five point scale used on the Stewart
survey was adequate for the purpose; therefore the four point scale that had been used by
Nelson et al. (2002) was not used as previously planned. The panel also felt that the
associated number for rating should reverse the Stewart study’s format so that the rating
of “5” corresponded to “strongly agree” (the most positive of responses) as opposed to
“1.”
In addition to reviewing and rating the pre-existing survey items the panel was
asked to vote on the categories that the Stewart (2004) survey presented, as well as those
categories that were not included on the Stewart survey, specifically stakeholder
satisfaction and social presence. The panel determined that the literature review topics
and the Stewart topics were similar and therefore minimal change would be necessary to
the original Stewart survey. Additionally, the topics of stakeholder satisfaction and social
presence were not considered necessary for the survey, as the entire panel felt the topics
were vague. The roundtable discussions determined that stakeholder satisfaction is
relative to the individual. The panel felt that stakeholder satisfaction would be better
represented in another forum with a separate survey devoted to the topic and was
therefore not required for the quality survey that was proposed. The topic of social
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presence was felt to be already incorporated into some of the existing Stewart survey
items, and therefore a separate category was not warranted for this topic.
The expert panel member discussions resulted in a slight adjustment to the Stewart
survey categories. The seven categories found on the Stewart survey were as follows: (a)
appearance of web pages, (b) hyperlinks and navigation, (c) technical issues, (d) online
applications, (e) class procedures and expectations, (f) content delivery, and (g) instructor
and peer interaction. The panel reduced the Stewart categories from seven to five by
rearranging the categories into what was considered more appropriate categorization.
The categories were restructured as follows: (a) technical issues, (b) course design, (c)
class procedures and expectations, (d) content delivery, and (e) Instructor and peer
interaction. The panel deleted appearance of web pages and hyperlinks and navigation by
combining them into one category named course design. Stewart’s topic, online
applications, was also deleted, but the survey items under this topic were reassigned to
the technical issues category as discussed below.
Each panel member rated all items on the Stewart (2004) survey using the five
point scale that Stewart used on the survey (in reverse order as noted above). The survey
included seven topic areas and 44 individual survey items grouped into seven categories.
The ratings from each panel member were entered into a spreadsheet. Color coding
differentiated the results based on stakeholder group. Once the mean was determined for
each individual group, the mean was then calculated for all groups to determine if the
panel consensus retained or deleted an item. It was predetermined that any item that
received a mean score of 2.6 or less would be deleted from the survey. The panel results
showed that each stakeholder group rated only two items with a score of 2.6 or less. The
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two items that were deleted from the survey were items number 3, “the web pages appear
lifeless and dull” and number 35, “the instructor uses an informal conversational style”
(see Table 5). All other survey items were rated above 2.6 and retained. The panel also
suggested that the Stewart survey included minimal items regarding assessments,
feedback, and technical support for stakeholders, and therefore additional items would be
advantageous. As a result of the panel feedback new survey items were created to address
support, assessment, and feedback issues.
Table 5. Deleted Items from Expert Panel Meeting
Survey Item
Ad
3. Web pages are dominated by overly bold
graphics or text.
2.667

In

St

M

2.667

2.000

2.4

35. The instructor uses an informal
conversational style.

2.333

2.667

2.6

3.000

Note. Ad = Administrator mean, In = Instructor mean, St = student mean, M = mean
combined score from three stakeholder groups.
The changes to the existing survey based on the expert panel ratings and
suggestions created a reduction in the survey categories from seven to five; two items
were deleted and six new items were added. There were originally 44 survey items, but
with the changes there were a total number 48 survey items (see Appendix R). The
survey items and topic categories discussed and approved by the expert panel were
reviewed by the researcher in conjunction with the preexisting Stewart (2004) survey.
The panel results showed that five topic categories were warranted instead of the original
seven. The panel discussions also showed that additional items were needed to account
for assessment, course outcomes, and technical support to stakeholders. These six
additional items can be seen in Table 6.
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Table 6. Added Items from Expert Panel Meeting
Added survey Item
The university administration provides technical support and
training to students in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications
d. Use of the online library
The university administration provides technical support and
training to instructors in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications
d. Instructional Design Techniques
Students enter distance learning with at least the following basic
technical skills:
a. Keyboarding
b. Saving a file
c. Uploading a file
d. Knowledge and use of word processing
e. Knowledge and use of an email system
The instructor has the technical skills to support student
problems related to:
a. Computer issues
b. Assistance with the teaching site
c. Assistance with online applications
Timely instructor feedback encourages student success in
learning course outcomes.
Assessment activities are verified by:
a. Electronic monitoring
b. In person proctoring required

Added Category
Technical Issues

Technical Issues

Technical Issues

Technical Issues

Content Delivery
Content Delivery

Phase Four: Preliminary Survey Development and Review by Panel
The researcher realigned the topic categories so that Stewart’s (2004) categories
“appearance of web pages” and “hyperlinks and navigation” were combined into one new
category entitled, “course design.” Stewart’s “technical issues” category was retained and
combined with items from Stewart’s “online applications” category. The “online
applications” category was considered redundant by the panel and therefore removed.
The remaining Stewart (2004) topic categories were retained. The revised topic
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categories for the preliminary survey were restructured as follows: (a) technical issues, (b)
course design, (c) class procedures and expectations, (e) content delivery, and, (e)
instructor and peer interaction. The “technical issues” category was revised to include all
pre-existing survey items listed under the “online applications” topic along with four
additional items to discuss the topic of technical support to stakeholders (see Appendix P).
The “content delivery” category gained two additional survey items to discuss the expert
panel suggestions for additional assessment and feedback items.
The revised survey items were emailed to the expert panel members for review
(see Appendix R). As with the Stewart (2004) study the request to review the items was
accompanied by the Item Review Worksheet (see Appendix G). The panel members were
asked to review the items for clarity, spelling and grammatical errors, and to list any
additional statements or comments that might impact the presentation of the survey.
They were also asked to comment on the content and wording of the items and to make
suggestions for revisions.
The panel members returned the Item Review Worksheets noting minimal
changes. Three students, two instructors, and two administrators returned the item review
worksheets noting that no changes were necessary and that the survey was adequate in its
current format. One administrator and one instructor had very slight suggestions for
revisions. They suggested that the verb “should” was warranted in the newly created item
statements in the technical issues category to more clearly define the condition of the
statement. For example, item number one in the preliminary survey stated: The university
administration provides technical support and training to students in a) use of a computer,
b) use of the teaching site, c) use of online applications d) use of the online library. The
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panel members’ suggestion was to revise the initial statement to, “The university
administration should provide technical support and training to students.” The word
“should” was added to items one, three, five, and seven in the technical issues category
(see Appendix R).
As stated previously, since the item review resulted in minimal revisions it was
conducted only once. It was not necessary to require a second review by the expert panel
members since there was no disagreement in the comment section of the item review
worksheet.
Content Validation
To ensure content validity the revised survey items were reviewed by
stakeholders who were not members of the original panel of experts. Similar to the
Stewart (2004) study, this study submitted the revised preliminary survey items to one
stakeholder from each group who had not been a participant in the expert panel meeting.
Each stakeholder had credentials comparable to the expert panel members. As noted in
table 4, qualifications for the administrator content validation member included five years
experience in distance learning administration, the instructor was required to have at least
five years experience teaching undergraduate distance learning courses and the student
had to have completed at least two years of distance learning courses with Troy
University.
The responses from the content validation experts indicated minimal changes to
the survey items and the corresponding categories. The student content validation
response indicated that no change was necessary to the items or to the categories. The
administrator content validation response indicated that six items were better suited to
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another category. The instructor content validation response indicated that one item had a
wording error, one item needed revising for clarity, and one item would be better suited
in another category.
The administrator response indicated that two items located in the technical issues
category warranted moving to another category. Specifically, the administrator response
noted that item number four, “The technical quality of the following online course media
is good: Video Presentations, Audio Presentations, Pictures or Animations, Interactive
Computer Video Conferencing”, be moved to the course design category. The
administrator response also indicated that item five in the technical issues category,
“Students should enter distance learning with at least the following basic technical skills:
Keyboarding, Saving a file, Uploading a file, Knowledge and use of word processing,
Knowledge and use of an email system”, should be moved to the class procedures and
expectations category. The administrator also indicated that two items in the class
procedures and expectations category should be moved to different categories. Item 21 in
the class procedures and expectations category states, “I know exactly what actions to
take in the event of technology-related problems.” The administrator noted that item 21
should be categorized under the technical issues category. Additionally, item 24 in class
procedures and expectations, “There are reasonable alternatives to scheduled fixed time
activities such as chat rooms, discussion boards, and tests” was thought to be better suited
to the category of instructor and peer interaction.
The responses from the instructor content validation indicated that items 17 and
18 in the course design category contained one wording error and a clarity issue,
respectively. The class procedures and expectations category contained one item that the
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instructor felt warranted moving to the technical issues category. The item was number
21, “I know exactly what actions to take in the event of technology-related problems.”
Item 21 was also noted on the administrator responses as an issue that should be moved
from class procedures and expectations to the technical issues category. The six items (4,
5, 21, 24, 36, and 37) that the content validation experts proposed changing are presented
in Table 7 along with the originally proposed categories.
Table 7. Content Validation Proposed Changes
Original Questions presented to Content
Validation Experts
4. The technical quality of the following online
course media is good: Video presentations,
Audio presentations, Pictures or animations,
Interactive computer video conferencing.
5. Students should enter DL With at least the
following basic technical skills: Keyboarding,
saving a file, uploading a file, knowledge and
use of word Processing, knowledge and
use of an email system.
21. I know exactly what actions To take in the
event of technology-related problems.
24. There are reasonable alternatives to
scheduled “fixed time” activities such as chat
rooms, discussion board and tests.
36. Timely instructor feedback encourages
student success in and Expectations learning
course outcomes.

Current
Category
Technical Issues

Proposed
Category
Course Design

Technical Issues

Class Procedures
and Expectations

Class Procedures
and Expectations
Class Procedures
and Expectations

Technical Issues

Content Delivery

Class Procedures
and Expectations

Instructor and
Peer

The revisions proposed by the content validation process were incorporated into
the preliminary survey. The revised survey was then emailed to the original nine expert
panel members for review. The experts were informed that the content validation process
indicated minimal changes and that the changes involved moving six items into different
categories. The expert panel members were asked to review the changes and to indicate
agreement or disagreement with the revisions (see Appendix R).
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The return responses from the nine expert panel members were received in less
than the requested five days. Each of the nine responses indicated that the revisions were
not necessary and that the questions were suitable for the current category as decided in
the expert panel meeting. There were no additional comments from any member. This
unanimous vote required no further action.
Phase Five: Pilot Survey Population
The pilot survey was sent to approximately 100 stakeholders. The stakeholder
group consisted of a subgroup of the targeted population of administrators, instructors,
students, and the expert panel members. The population was identified by using a query
from the Troy University student services system. The query isolated stakeholders who
were participants in Troy University distance learning. Specifically, the query retrieved a
list of email addresses for administrators, students and instructors who had been
participants in Troy University distance learning based on the criteria listed above. The
queries identified thousands of stakeholder email addresses. A small portion
(approximately 100) of these email addresses were randomly selected and used to
identify stakeholders for the pilot study. A much larger portion (approximately 3,000) of
these email addresses were retained for use in the final survey and included the
participants from the pilot survey.
A total of 77 stakeholders (77% of the surveyed population) completed the pilot
survey. The pilot survey was completed by nine administrators (12%), ten instructors
(13%), and 58 students (75%). The survey was created in an online survey tool. The
online format allowed all participants to receive the pilot survey (see Appendix T) and
the introductory letter (see Appendix U) via email. The introductory letter included the
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link to the survey. Once a stakeholder completed the survey and selected “submit” the
results were automatically recorded in the survey tool site. The survey format was such
that all questions had to be answered before the technology would allow the respondent
to submit the survey. The exception to this forced entry response was the open-ended
questions. The open-ended questions could be left blank and the survey would still allow
submission, but only if all of the forced response questions had been completed.
The pilot survey was sent to the population with the introductory letter that
included a request to complete the survey within five days. Due to a low response rate
from the initial request, a reminder letter was sent out after one week (see Appendix V).
The responses increased after the reminder letter was sent. The same reminder letter was
submitted the following week as well. The pilot survey and collection of results
continued for approximately four weeks.
The pilot survey results were compiled into a spreadsheet and color coded by
stakeholder group. The possible responses included Strongly Agree, Agree, Undecided,
Disagree, Strongly Disagree, and Not Applicable. The responses were converted into
number format for the purpose of data analysis as follows: strongly agree was assigned
the number “6”, agree was assigned “5”, undecided was assigned “4”, disagree was
assigned “3”, strongly disagree was assigned “2”, and not applicable was assigned “1.”
As mentioned previously, negatively worded questions were included on the survey to
control for response bias. The negatively worded questions that were used to avoid
response bias, 9.2, 9.3, 9.5, 9.6, 9.7, 10.6, 12.8, and 12.9, were reverse coded in analysis
to reflect the positive meaning of the responses.
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Data analyses included factor analysis and reliability. Cronbach’s alpha, principle
component analysis, maximum likelihood extraction, and frequency tests were used to
analyze the data. Factor analysis was used to organize the individual questions into
“scales”. The survey contained 70 questions. Due to the large number of questions and
potential difficulty with performing statistical analysis on 70 individual survey questions,
principal components exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation was used to
identify groups of items that loaded on the same factor. A factor analysis revealed that the
survey items loaded onto five factors. The items were examined and the identified factors
were labeled technical issues, course design, class procedures/expectations, content
delivery, and instructor/peer interaction. For the purpose of clarity, “scales” were created
using the five identified factors. More specifically, an average participant score was
calculated for category items.
Nineteen factors accounted for approximately 83% of the variance (see table 8).
Factor one accounted for 21% of the variance, factor two for approximately 10% of the
variance, factor three for approximately 8% of the variance, factor four for about 6% of
the variance, and factor five for about 5% of the variance. The remaining factors each
accounted for less than 3% of the variance. However, an examination of the scree plot
revealed that only about five factors be retained (See Figure 1. The majority of the items
loaded highest on the first eleven factors. Further examination of the scree plot suggested
that only about five factors be retained. According to Devellis (1991), examination of the
scree plot, (the scree test) is a widely used factor extraction criterion. To determine the
number of potential factors, one looks for the “elbow” in the plot; in this particular scree
plot the elbow is visible at factor five (See Figure 1).
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Table 8. Pilot Survey Total Variance
Total Variance Explained

Initial Eigenvalues

Component

Total

Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings

% of Variance

Cumulative %

Total

% of Variance

Cumulative %

Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings

Total

% of Variance

Cumulative %

1

15.406

21.104

21.104

15.406

21.104

21.104

9.647

13.215

13.215

2

7.593

10.401

31.505

7.593

10.401

31.505

5.042

6.907

20.121

3

5.678

7.778

39.283

5.678

7.778

39.283

4.919

6.738

26.859

4

4.245

5.815

45.098

4.245

5.815

45.098

4.411

6.043

32.902

5

3.512

4.810

49.909

3.512

4.810

49.909

4.334

5.937

38.840

6

2.906

3.980

53.889

2.906

3.980

53.889

3.373

4.620

43.460

7

2.796

3.830

57.719

2.796

3.830

57.719

3.226

4.419

47.879

8

2.403

3.292

61.010

2.403

3.292

61.010

2.967

4.064

51.943

9

2.231

3.055

64.066

2.231

3.055

64.066

2.829

3.875

55.818

10

2.112

2.893

66.959

2.112

2.893

66.959

2.597

3.557

59.375

11

1.787

2.449

69.408

1.787

2.449

69.408

2.375

3.254

62.629

12

1.678

2.298

71.706

1.678

2.298

71.706

2.309

3.162

65.791

13

1.589

2.177

73.883

1.589

2.177

73.883

2.287

3.133

68.924

14

1.455

1.993

75.876

1.455

1.993

75.876

2.227

3.050

71.974

15

1.367

1.872

77.748

1.367

1.872

77.748

1.988

2.723

74.698

16

1.235

1.692

79.441

1.235

1.692

79.441

1.945

2.665

77.363

17

1.147

1.572

81.012

1.147

1.572

81.012

1.638

2.244

79.607

18

1.012

1.386

82.398

1.012

1.386

82.398

1.558

2.134

81.741

19

1.002

1.373

83.772

1.002

1.373

83.772

1.482

2.030

83.772

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Figure 1. Scree plot
The factor loadings are presented in Table 9. Each factor was defined by the number of
items that loaded most heavily on it. By referring to the content of the items that load
most heavily on a specific factor, it is possible to determine what each factor represents
(DeVellis, 1991).
Table 9. Pilot Survey Data: Rotated Factor Matrix Using Exploratory Principal
Components Factors Analysis
Item
Q2.1
Q2.2
Q2.3
Q2.4
Q3.1
Q3.2
Q3.3
Q3.4
Q4.1
Q4.2

1

2

3
.53

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

.46
-.48
-.31
.52
.50
-.48
.56
.53
.51

65

69

73
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Table 9. Pilot Survey Data: Rotated Factor Matrix Using Exploratory Principal
Components Factors Analysis (continued)
Item
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9 10
Q4.3
.47
Q4.4
.46
Q5.1
.58
Q5.2
.58
Q5.3
.42
Q5.4
.60
Q6.1
.43
Q6.2
.58
Q6.3
.56
Q6.4
.52
Q6.5
.50
Q7.1
.58
Q7.2
.59
Q7.3
.54
Q7.4
.42
Q7.5
.39
Q7.6
.48
Q7.7
.45
Q7.8
.47
Q7.9
.45
Q7.10
.60
Q8.1
.42
Q8.2
.48
Q8.3
.47
Q9.1
.47
.56
Q9.2
Q9.3
.51
Q9.4
.66
Q9.5
.54
Q9.6
.48
Q9.7
.53
Q9.9
.78
Q9.10 .73
Q 9.11 .78
Q9.12 .74
Q9.13 .66
Q10.1
.30
Q10.2
-.40
Q10.3 .45
Q10.4 .42
Q10.5 .52
Q10.6
.41
Q10.7 .59
Q10.8 .38
Q11.1 .45
Q11.2 .64
Q11.3 .64
Q11.4 .44

11
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Table 9. Pilot Survey Data: Rotated Factor Matrix Using Exploratory Principal
Components Factors Analysis (continued)
Item
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9 10
Q11.5 .73
Q11.6 .49
Q11.7 .53
Q11.8
.36
.44
Q12.1 .65
Q12.2 .75
Q12.3 .50
Q12.4 .73
Q12.5 .72
Q12.6 .62
Q12.7 .65
Q12.8
.42
Q12.9
.45
Q12.1 .36

11

A confirmatory factor analysis using oblique rotation was performed to obtain the
factor loadings for five factors. These factors accounted for about 49% of the variance.
Factor one accounted for 21% of the variance, with factor two accounting for about 10%,
factor three approximately 8%, factor four approximately 6% of the variance, and factor
five for about 5% (see Table 10).
Examination of the factor analysis (see Table 11) revealed that 27 items loaded on
factor one, 14 loaded on factor two, nine loaded on factor three, ten loaded on factor four,
and 13 loaded on factor five. Examination of the content of the items loading on each
specific factor revealed that the factors addressed technical issues, course design, class
procedures/expectations, content delivery, and instructor/peer interaction.
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Table 10. Eigenvalues and Extractions for Five Factors
Total Variance Explained
Initial Eigenvalues

Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings

Component

Total

% of VarianceCumulative %

1

15.406

21.104

21.104

15.406

21.104

21.104

12.668

17.353

17.353

2

7.593

10.401

31.505

7.593

10.401

31.505

7.792

10.674

28.027

3

5.678

7.778

39.283

5.678

7.778

39.283

5.477

7.502

35.530

4

4.245

5.815

45.098

4.245

5.815

45.098

5.461

7.480

43.010

5

3.512

4.810

49.909

3.512

4.810

49.909

5.036

6.899

49.909

6

2.906

3.980

53.889

7

2.796

3.830

57.719

8

2.403

3.292

61.010

9

2.231

3.055

64.066

10

2.112

2.893

66.959

11

1.787

2.449

69.408

12

1.678

2.298

71.706

13

1.589

2.177

73.883

14

1.455

1.993

75.876

15

1.367

1.872

77.748

16

1.235

1.692

79.441

17

1.147

1.572

81.012

18

1.012

1.386

82.398

19

1.002

1.373

83.772

20

.961

1.317

85.088

21

.844

1.156

86.244

22

.727

.996

87.240

23

.706

.967

88.207

24

.687

.941

89.148

25

.618

.846

89.994

26

.579

.793

90.787

27

.545

.747

91.534

28

.515

.706

92.240

29

.454

.621

92.861

30

.436

.597

93.458

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Total

% of VarianceCumulative %

Total

% of VarianceCumulative %
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Table 11. Pilot Survey Forced Factor Loadings: Rotated Factor Matrix (Using
Confirmatory Factor Analysis with 5 Forced Factors)
Item
1
2
3
4
5
Q9.8
.64
Q9.9
.83
Q9.10
.78
Q9.11
.78
Q9.12
.80
Q9.13
.68
Q10.3
.45
Q10.4
.38
Q10.5
.47
Q10.7
.45
Q10.8
.34
Q11.2
.64
Q11.3
.66
Q11.4
.38
Q11.5
.69
Q11.6
.56
Q11.7
.55
Q12.1
.75
Q12.2
.76
Q12.3
.57
Q12.4
.74
Q12.5
.82
Q12.6
.61
Q12.7
.74
Q12.10
.41
Q11.1
.67
Q9.7
.78
Q10.6
.42
Q11.8
.27
Q12.8
.45
Q12.9
.39
Q10.1
-.29
Q10.2
-.32
The items that loaded on factor one were questions, 9.1, 9.4, 9.8, 9.9-9.13 from the
technical issues category of the survey, questions 10.3-10.5, 10.7, 10.8 from the class
procedures and expectations category of the survey, questions 11.2-11.7 from the content
delivery category, and questions 12.1-12.7, 12.10 from the Interaction category of the
survey. Items that loaded on factor two were questions 3.1-3.4, 5.1-5.4, 7.1-7.3, 7.7, 7.10
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from the technical issues category of the survey, and question 11.1 from the content
delivery category of the survey. Items that loaded on factor three were questions 6.1-6.5,
7.4-7.6, 7.8 from the technical issues category of the survey. Items that loaded on factor
four were questions 7.9 from the technical issues category, questions 9.2, 9.3, 9.5-9.7
from the course design category, question 10.6 from the class procedures and
expectations category, 11.8 from the content delivery category, and questions 12.8-12.9
from the interaction category. Items that loaded on factor 5 were questions 2.1-2.4, 4.14.4, 8.1-8.3 from the technical issues category and questions 10.1-10.2 from the class
procedures and expectations category. See Table 12 for a summary of the factors and
category breakdowns. The items that loaded on a specific factor were used to create
scales. More specifically, each participant’s average score across the items loading on
each factor was used in the final analyses (instead of individual items).
Table 12. Pilot Survey Factor Loadings Summary
Factor
Survey Questions
9.1, 9.4,9.8-9.13 10.3-10.5, 10.7-10.8
One
11.2-11.7,12.1-12.7, 12.10

Alpha
.95

Two

3.1-3.4, 5.1-5.4, 7.1-7.3, 7.7, 7.10, 11.1

.91

Three

6.1-6.5, 7.4-7.8

.77

Four

7.9,9.2-9.7,10.6,11.8,12.8-12.9

.76

Five

2.1-2.4, 4.1-4.4, 8.1-8.3,10.1-10.2

.82

A large number of items (25) loaded with a value somewhat lower than .50.
However, as with the Stewart (2004) study only items with an extremely low value (<.30)
were removed for purposes of the final survey. Therefore, only three items were removed
due to low factor loadings, questions 2.4 from the technical issues category, question 10.1
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from the class procedures and expectations category, and question 11.8 from the content
delivery category.
The items loading on each factor had Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .76 - .95
(see Table 12). Streiner and Norman (2003) and Nunnally and Bernstein (1994)
suggested that Cronbach’s alpha should be above 0.7 but not much higher than 0.9 and
that the alpha may be impacted by a small participant group. The subscales created from
the factor loadings in this study can be considered reliable. The descriptive statistics for
each item can be found in Appendix W.
In summary, the pilot survey resulted in the deletion of only three items due to
extremely low factor loading (<.30), namely question 2.4 from the category of technical
support, question 10.1 from the category of class procedures and expectations, and
question 11.8 from the category of content delivery.
Phase Six: Final Survey
The final survey (see Appendix K) was delivered to a stakeholder group of 2,360
prospective participants. The stakeholder groups presented with the study included 60
administrators, 300 instructors, and 2,000 students. The final survey was sent to the
stakeholders on October 11, 2007. The survey included an introduction to the study and a
request to complete the survey within one week (see Appendix X). The first week’s
returns netted completed surveys from 34 administrators, 133 instructors, and 360
students. The survey tool used “unique keys” to recognize participants who had already
completed the survey; therefore a reminder letter was sent exclusively to those who had
not responded. After one week a reminder letter was sent to non-respondents (see
Appendix Y). The week one reminder letter increased the instructor responses from 133

118
to 141, the student responses from 360 to 383, but the administrator responses remained
the same at 34 returns. The reminder letter was sent a second time after another week
which increased the responses to the final total of 36 administrator responses, 183
instructors, and 456 students. The survey remained open for four weeks.
The completed surveys accounted for a total of 675 responses from the mailings
to 2,360 participants, a response rate of 28.6%. Administrator responses of 36 out of the
original 60 who were sent the survey, accounted for a return of 60% for this stakeholder
group. Instructor responses of 183 out of the original 300 who were sent the survey
accounted for a return of 61% for this stakeholder group. The student returns of 456 out
of the original 2,000 accounted for a 22.8% rate of return for this stakeholder group.
Phase Seven: Data Collection and Analysis
This section presents the final survey’s data collection procedures and analysis of
the research questions:
1) What do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators
for distance learning courses?
2) How do student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality indicators
compare?
As with the pilot study the responses were downloaded from the online survey
tool and compiled into a spreadsheet. Each stakeholder groups’ responses were color
coded. Number coefficients were assigned to each response as they were in the pilot
study with negatively worded questions assigned the reverse order to reflect the actual
positivity of the response (Yamaguchi, 1997).
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Data were entered into SPSS for statistical analysis (SPSS, 2001). The data was
examined and found to be normally distributed. To test for internal consistency
Cronbach’s alpha was computed for each subscale, and each factor/scale was found to be
reliable with alphas ranging from.76 - .95.
Descriptive Statistics. In response to the first research question, “What do
students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators for distance
learning courses?” descriptive statistics were calculated including the mean and the
standard deviation for each item in each of the stakeholder groups (see Appendix Z).
These descriptive statistics give a sense of the responses to each question for each
stakeholder group. A table showing the breakdown of mean scores for each category
based on stakeholder groups follows in Table 13.
Table 13. Category Mean Scores by Stakeholder Group
Category
Group
M
Technical Issues Administrators 3.94
Instructors
3.72
Students
3.76
Course Design

Class Procedures
and Expectations

Content Deliver

Instructor/Peer
Interaction

Administrators 3.20
Instructors
3.14
Students
3.37
Administrators 3.71
Instructors
3.52
Students
3.99
Administrators 4.01
Instructors
3.90
Students
4.00
Administrators 3.62
Instructors
3.64
Students
3.76
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The technical issues category had the widest range of scores. The category also
contained the largest number of questions with a total of 33. The instructor stakeholder
group was the most critical of this category with a mean of less the 4.0 on eight out of the
33 questions. The student group scored two technical issues questions low while the
administrator group did not score below 4 on any of the technical issues questions. Table
14 lists the number of items that had a mean score of greater than 4.0 for each group.
The technical issues the instructors considered the most indicative of course quality
included every question pertaining to the administrators’ responsibility to provide
technical support and training to students and to instructors, every question pertaining to
the quality of the course media produced, and every question related to the

Table 14. Number of Items with M > 4.0
Category and
Group
Number of Items M > 4.0
Number of
Items
Technical Issues Administrators 33
33 Items
Instructors
8
Students
31
Course Design
13 Items

Class Procedures
and Expectations
7 Items

Content Delivery
7 Items
Instructor/Peer
Interaction
10 Items

Administrators 11
Instructors
11
Students
13

Administrators 6
Instructors
6
Students
7
Administrators 7
Instructors
7
Students
7
Administrators 8
Instructors
8
Students
10
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necessity for students to enter DL with basic technical skills.
The course design category indicated only two questions scored low by both
instructors and administrators (none by the students). With the exception of questions 9.2
and 9.7 it appeared that all stakeholders were in agreement that the course design issues
were indicative of course quality.
The questions in the class procedures and expectations category showed that all
stakeholders felt the issues to be indicative of course quality. The only exception was
question 10.5. Question 10.5 asked if the “directions for completing assigned tasks are
confusing.” The instructors and administrators rated this question with a mean of 3.86
and 3.66 respectively, indicating they disagreed with this statement. The student group
mean score for this question was 4.27 indicating they were undecided or almost in
agreement with the question.
The fourth category of content delivery received no negative responses from any
group. All questions in this category (11.1-11.7) had a mean score above 4.0.
The instructor and peer interaction category had two questions scoring low by
both administrators and instructors. One question in interaction, 12.8, was the only
question receiving a low score by all three groups. This question asked “if the instructor
is difficult to reach when the teaching site is down.” All groups disagreed that this was an
important issue, suggesting perhaps, that alternate means of communication is an option.
Based on the descriptive statistics, frequencies and t-tests, 56 of the 70 survey questions
received the highest response as “agree.” Table 14 shows a summary of the number of
items per category receiving a mean score of > 4.0.
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MANOVA Results. A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was
conducted to further address both research questions (1: What do students, faculty, and
administrators perceive to be quality indicators for distance learning courses? 2: How do
student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality compare?). A 3-way MANOVA
was carried out using stakeholder group as the independent variable; technical issues,
course design, class procedures and expectations, content delivery, and instructor/peer
interaction were all dependent variables. The F and p values were used to determine
statistical significance.
Descriptive statistics for each category of items and the entire sample were
computed (see Table 15), as well as on individual stakeholder groups (see Table 16).
Cronbach’s alpha was computed for each factor and was found to be reliable (see Table
12).
Table 15. Descriptive Statistics for Each Scale for the Entire Sample
Scale
N
Minimum Maximum M

SD

Technical Issues Total
Course Design Total

675 .00
675 .00

5.00
5.00

3.76
3.30

.59
.91

Class Procedures and Expectations
Total

675 .00

5.00

3.84

.98

Content Delivery Total

675 .00

5.00

3.97

.95

Instructor and Peer Interaction Total

675 .00

5.00

3.72

.97

Table 16. Descriptive Statistics by Group
Scale
Technical Issues

Course Design

Group
Administrator

N
36

M
3.94

SD
.55

Minimum Maximum
1.90
4.85

Instructor

183

3.72

.52

1.93

5.00

Student

456

3.76

.61

.00

5.00

Total

675

3.76

.59

.00

5.00

Administrator

36

3.20

1.14

.00

5.00

Instructor

183

3.14

.92

.00

5.00

Student

456

3.37

.88

.00

5.00
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Table 16. Descriptive Statistics by Group (continued)
Total
Class Procedures and
Expectations

Content Delivery

Instructor and Peer
Interaction

675

3.30

.91

.00

5.00

36

3.71

1.29

.00

5.00

Instructor

183

3.52

1.48

.00

5.00

Student

456

3.99

.59

.00

5.00

Total

675

3.84

.98

.00

5.00

Administrator

36

4.01

1.13

.00

5.00

Instructor

183

3.90

1.46

.00

5.00

Student

456

4.00

.63

.00

5.00

Total

675

3.97

.95

.00

5.00

36

3.62

1.22

.00

4.90

Instructor

183

3.64

1.46

.00

5.00

Student

456

3.76

.66

1.20

5.00

Total

675

3.72

.97

.00

5.00

Administrator

Administrator

Table 17 contains the multivariate tests. The results of the analysis reveal the
stakeholder effect was significant, F(10, 1336) = 6.75, p = .00, partial Eta squared = .048.
Table 17. Multivariate and Univariate Analyses of Variance
Multivariate
Univariate (ANOVA)
(MANOVA)
Variable

F(10, 1336)

Technical Course
Issues
Design

Class Procedures
and Expectations

Content
Delivery

Instructor and
Peer Interaction

F(2, 674)

F(2, 674)

F(2, 674)

F(2, 674)

F(2, 674)

Stakeholder 6.75**
2.01
4.40*
15.58**
.70
1.17
Group
Note. Multivariate F ratios were generated from Wilks’ lambda statistic. MANOVA =
Multivariate Analysis of Variance; ANOVA = Analysis of Variance.
* p < .05, ** p < .01.
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There is a multivariate effect for stakeholder group and as such it is important to examine
the univariate effects. In addition the power is significantly high for this analysis (Power
= 1.00).
Next, the researcher examined the specific dependent variables that contributed to
the significant overall effect (the univariate effects). The univariate effects in Table 16
display the F test for stakeholder group relation to each of the dependent variables
(technical issues, course design, class procedures and expectations, content delivery and
instructor and peer interaction). Is the model significant for each dependent variable--this analysis addressed research questions one and two. The F test tests whether there are
any mean differences by stakeholder group for each dependent variable.
The results of the univariate analysis indicated that stakeholder group is related to
two of the dependent variables: course design and class procedures and expectations. For
course design, there was a significant univariate F(2, 674) = 4.40, p < .05, partial Eta
squared = .013. However the power for course design was below .80 (power = .75). For
class procedures and expectations, there was a significant univariate F( 2, 674) = 15.58, p
< .01, partial Eta squared = .044. The power for this test was high (power = .99). Given
the significant univariate effects for course design and class procedures and expectations,
Tukey Post hoc tests were used to examine the nature of these effects.
The post hoc tests addressed research question two: How do student, faculty, and
administrator perceptions of quality indicators compare? The univariate analysis
indicated a significant effect for course design and class procedures and expectations.
The nature of the significant univariate effects and the corresponding post hoc analysis
can be found in Table 18.
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Table 18. Significant Tukey Post Hoc Tests
Dependent
Variable
(I) stakeholder (J) stakeholder
Course Design
Administrator
Instructor

Mean
Difference (I-J) SE
.05
.16

p
.93

Administrator
Student
Administrator

-.17
-.05
-.23
.17

.15
.16
.07
.15

.51
.93
.01*
.51

Instructor

.23

.07

.01*

.18

.17

.53

-.27
-.18

.16
.17

.22
.53

Student

-.46

.08

.00**

Administrator

.27
.46

.16
.08

.22
.00**

Student
Instructor
Student
Class
Procedures and
Expectations

Administrator

Instructor

Instructor

Student
Administrator

Table 18. Significant Tukey Post Hoc Tests (continued)
Student

Instructor
* p < .05, ** p <.01.

The Tukey post hoc test indicated a statistically significant difference between
student and instructors’ scores on the course design subscale. Instructors (M = 3.14) had
lower scores than students (M = 3.37) scores on the course design subscale (p = .01). The
Tukey post hoc test also indicated a statistically significant difference between student
and instructors’ scores on the class procedures and expectations subscale. For class
procedures and expectations student (M = 3.99) had a significantly higher mean score
than instructors (M = 3.52) (p= .00).
There were no other significant univariate effects for this analysis. The results of
the MANOVA indicated that student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality
indicators are comparable with the exception of differences on the class procedures and
expectations and course design subscale scores for instructors and students.
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Student Responses to the Open-Ended Question. There were a total of 157 responses from
students to the open-ended question that asked for additional comments. Most of the
comments (98) were associated with general comments and most were favorable. The
comments included those expressing appreciation for the convenience of the distance
learning format, that students in the military find distance learning the best means of
attaining a degree, and numerous comments stated how much students enjoyed the
classes and the instructors.
The feedback/interaction topic area received the next highest number of
comments from students (N =26). The comments in this topic area included “all
instructors are different…some are eager to help…others are less interactive…they
simply assign work and grades…” Another student commented on the quality of the
feedback received, “…there are a few professors that basically you only hear from with
comments like ‘good job’…feedback on term papers is rare…how can we learn from
what we are doing wrong if they do not tell us.” Another similar response stated, “If there
is one area that needs work its instructor’s feedback on assignments. I have had only one
instructor who gave feedback letting me know how well I was getting the course
material.” The feedback/interaction responses continued with, “I feel many instructors do
little to establish a more personal interaction as is more inherent to traditional classroom
courses, resulting in just another faceless person making demands on time”, and
“ teachers need to provide additional real time feedback… this ensures that the students
do not continue bad habits in their writing and discussions.” Finally, one student
commented that, “Instructors do not return posted assignments with feedback. Receiving
only a grade does not help you learn from a mistake.” Clearly these students felt that
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feedback and communication would improve the quality of their distance education
classes. In addition to the negative comments there were numerous comments regarding
interaction and feedback that provided a positive response such as “the instructors that I
have had interaction with have always been responsive to my questions and promoted a
defined learning environment. The courses I have taken through Troy have always
exceeded my expectations and were very enjoyable to participate in.”
The open-ended comments related to instructor issues included 24 comments.
The student comments in this area were eight general complaints about instructors
requiring too much work. There were also nine comments related to the uniformity of the
classes. One student stated that, “It would be helpful if all teachers used the same
(teaching site) template ….you should be able, after one class, to apply the same
knowledge to the next class” while another student commented that, “Standardization
should be a key focus…some instructors use the drop box, some use email…standardize
how the teaching site is used” and “each instructor has their own organization of material
so assignments are located in different areas and it makes it confusing.”
The students submitted nine open-ended comments related to the online teaching
site. The students complained that the following aspects of the online teaching site were
poorly constructed: the online labs, the testing feature that does not allow a student
resume the test if Internet connectivity is lost, and the stability of plug-ins to the teaching
site.
The students’ open-ended responses suggested that feedback and interaction
issues were important aspects of a quality distance education followed by somewhat
lesser concerns for formatting and online teaching site issues.
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Instructor and Administrator Responses to the Open- ended Question. There were seven
administrator responses to the open-ended question. Their responses were general and
related to how they liked distance education and how it benefits students who do not have
access to physical classroom facilities or who prefer to work at a distance.
The instructor comments were similar to the administrators’ comments with, the
exception of a few that were associated with the online teaching site topics. The
comments were generally complaints about the online site with the comment “find
something more reliable” being the general consensus.

Summary
The data analyses in response to research question one, (How do students, faculty,
and administrators perceptions of quality indicators compare?) indicated that the three
stakeholder groups were in agreement that all of the topics were indicative of quality in
distance education. However, there were some differences related to the degree of
importance. The administrator group rated only four questions below 4.0 and the student
group rated three questions below a 4.0. The technical issues category received the widest
response from the stakeholder groups. Generally, the administrator group indicated the
technical issues items were indicative of quality indicators in distance education. But the
instructor and student groups’ indicated a wider range of perspective as to the importance
of the technical issues items as quality indicators. There were several items in the
technical issues category that proved disagreement in importance among the stakeholders.
The instructor/peer interaction category indicated that each of the stakeholder
groups perceived interaction as an important indicator of quality. The course design
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category, content delivery, and class procedures and expectations categories were rated
similarly by all three stakeholders. The content delivery category received all positive
ratings by all three groups. The class procedures and expectations category showed a
difference of opinion in only one question. The questions asked “if directions for
completing assigned tasks are confusing.” The only group responding affirmatively to
this question was the student stakeholder group.
The data analysis in regard to research question number two incorporated
MANOVA to answer the question, “How do the stakeholder groups’ perceptions of
quality indicators compare?”
The multivariate and univariate results revealed an effect for stakeholder group at
the multivariate level. There were statistically significant differences between instructors
and students on the course design subscales and the class procedures and expectations
subscale at the univariate level.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions and Implications, Recommendations, and Summary
This chapter is divided into three sections, beginning with conclusions and
implications of the study. The first section is followed by recommendations for future
research, and finally by a summary of this research project.
Conclusions and Implications
The final survey contained five general categories technical issues; course design;
class procedures and expectations; content delivery; interaction. This was a reduction
from the Stewart (2004) survey that contained seven categories. The expert panel review
eliminated two of the Stewart categories prior to the pilot survey, noting the categories
were redundant. The stakeholders’ agreement that most of the survey questions discussed
topics of importance and impact to the quality of distance education suggested that each
stakeholder group had similar perceptions about distance education quality. Based on the
within-group means results, the individual stakeholder groups agreed that quality distance
education is impacted by all of the issues discussed.
The differences in stakeholder group perceptions were minimal. The administrator
group did not show a statistically significant difference of opinion with any other group
in any of the categories. The instructor and student groups indicated that, with only a few
exceptions in regard to course design and class procedures and expectations, they are in
general agreement as to indicators of quality in distance learning.
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The data analyses indicated that the stakeholders differed in perspective on a few
issues. The technical issues category and the interaction category each indicated that the
stakeholders agreed the items are indicative of quality. However, the stakeholders were
not in agreement regarding the degree of importance that should be placed on each item.
Additionally, the categories of class procedures/expectations and course design revealed
a slight difference of opinion as the students rated these categories consistently high
while the instructors and administrators varied.
The five categories attained from the literature review, the use of the previously
validated Stewart (2004) survey, and content validation by expert panel members were
important contributions of this study. The five categories may not be indicative of all
distance learning courses, but for the purposes of this study, the categories proved to be
appropriate for assessing Troy University undergraduate distance education courses. The
five categories will be beneficial to any institution serving a similar population and
providing undergraduate distance education. The results of this study may or may not be
a beneficial for graduate level distance education. Further study may be warranted in
regard to this study and graduate level courses.
The study results showed that the three main distance education stakeholders
seem to agree on the factors that identify quality in distance education courses. It is
important to note that the agreement on the part of the key participants in distance
education could conceivably accelerate progress toward improved quality. This progress
should meet with little resistance due to the almost unanimous voice of the stakeholders.
Administrators may find that the use of the information revealed in this study
increases their ability to implement needed changes in distance education courses. Many
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quality indicators have already been isolated in this study. Administrators may find that
time and costs can be more efficiently allocated since quality indicators have already
been identified. Efficient use of this pre-existing information will reduce the amount of
time and money expended to implement change.
The responses to the technical issue category implied that all stakeholder groups
are more interested in the expertise of instructor’s teaching skills as opposed to
instructors’ ability to provide technical support. All stakeholders agreed that technical
issues are important to distance education and that support must be provided. The survey
responses implied that technical support should be provided by the administrators and
that it should be supplied to all stakeholders. Most stakeholders agreed that entry level
technical skills for all stakeholders was a necessity, but that administrators should bear
the responsibility for technical support beyond basic skills. Such support should include
instructions on using the email system and the distance learning teaching site.
In regard to the course content category it should be noted that the student group
was not as emphatic about course content issues as were the instructors and
administrators. The administrators and instructors appeared to have a desire for higher
quality course presentation capabilities and the ability to ensure secure assessment
capabilities. The presentation of course materials and testing did not seem to impact the
student group as seriously as the other groups.
In contrast to the lack of student concerns in regard to course content, students
were more interested in the ability to interact with other students and the instructor. It was
noted in the interactions category that typically student-to-student interaction is
encouraged by the instructors; however, there seems to be limited opportunity or
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capabilities for students to interact with the instructor. The implication is that distance
learners require not only communication with the instructor but the ability to know the
instructor is a stable and regular presence in the class. The students seem to feel that
interaction with other students is adequate but that this same type of interaction with the
instructor is not available.
The information received through the use of the final survey instrument in this
study can be adapted for use by administrators for use in evaluation of distance education
courses. Additionally, the survey might be adapted for use in graduate level courses as
well. The questions provided on the survey could be revised or deleted to suit specific
classes or degree programs. Instructors may find the results useful for individual course
review or for assessment of their ability to provide a quality educational setting.
Instructors might find it useful for modifications to specific sections of a distance
education class or as an overview of what might be lacking in a class. Students might use
the quality indicators revealed in this study for making decisions about institutions to
attend. Students will also find it useful in assessing current or previously taken courses to
ensure they are or have received quality for their tuition dollars.
The final survey results were used in answer to the following research questions:
1. What do students, faculty, and administrators perceive to be quality indicators
for distance learning courses?
2. How do student, faculty, and administrator perceptions of quality indicators
compare?
The results from the survey indicated that an overwhelming majority of
stakeholders felt the categories and questions presented on the survey were indicative of
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quality in distance education courses. Further analyses revealed that the differences
between stakeholder perceptions of quality indicators did not vary greatly. However,
there was a multivariate effect of stakeholder group for course design and class
procedures and expectations. Instructors had significantly lower mean scores than
students on the course design subscale; students had a significantly higher mean score
than instructors on the class procedures and expectations subscale. In addition, the openended questions helped to isolate some specific personal views of the quality indicators
as perceived by individuals from each stakeholder group. The faculty and administrator
open-ended responses were general in nature with the exception of a concern with the
format and use of online teaching sites. The students responded to the open-ended
questions with a lesser concern for the technical aspects of distance education than the
faculty and administrators. The student open-ended responses indicated a greater concern
for improved interaction with the instructor and more detailed feedback from the
instructors.
Recommendations for Further Study
The results of this study provided useful information for future iterations of
distance learning. In particular specific topics have been brought to the forefront by
specific stakeholder groups.
The technical issues category brought attention to a relatively accepted process
that most people take for granted in the 21st century, email. Question 7.6 asked if the
email system was easy to use. The administrators and instructors responded in the
affirmative more so than the students. The ability to use an email system and to have
basic computer skills is a topic that might be an indication that the groups’ responses to
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the basic entry skills questions should be explored further. Phipps and Merisotis (2000),
Barbera (2004), and Morrison and Barone (2003) discussed the fact that student support
in various areas is important for distance education. The current survey results implied
that students do not feel the necessity to enter distance education with basic computer
skills, such as email skills. Having a lack of computer skills could imply that students
expect a higher level of support from the administrators and instructors. In contrast the
administrators and instructors indicated that students should have basic computer skills
prior to entering distance education, suggesting that support to students in this area was
not their responsibility.
The necessity of entering distance learning with basic computer skills is a topic
that warrants further research. Based on this study it is obvious that there is disagreement
among the stakeholders regarding the necessary skills required in distance learning. Is it
possible that students can be completely successful in a distance environment without
basic computer skills? Although there is an assumption that one needs computer skills to
succeed in distance education, is it possible these skills are not as important as originally
thought? Perhaps it is simply that technical support, instructions, and guidance are
transparent and seamless enough to guide students through the technical aspects of their
learning experience.
The Course Design issues that surfaced in this study suggested that the three
stakeholder groups were not in agreement about the appearance of teaching site pages.
Students did not seem to be as concerned about the appearance of the pages as were the
instructors and administrators. Students seemed more interested in knowing that web
links, animations, etc. worked properly more so than if the pages were cluttered, the font
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was too large or small, or if the colors detracted from the course materials. Again, this
may be a matter of personal preference but further research is warranted in this area. Is it
possible that redesigning teaching site pages to the specifications of student needs as
opposed to instructor preference may improve student learning?
The open-ended question responses, particularly from the students, suggested that
further research is warranted to resolve the identified deficiencies in the ability to provide
quality feedback to students. The open-ended questions also suggested that the online
teaching site should be modified to avoid formatting confusion and to adapt to times of
Internet non-connectivity.
The questions of quality feed back to students and interaction with the instructors
has not been fully understood. The stakeholders in this study questioned the ability to
provide quality in these areas. Further study is warranted to determine what type of
feedback from instructors is considered quality feedback. The ability to interact with
students and to create a presence in a distance education course needs to be defined more
clearly. How will instructors determine if they are providing quality in these areas if there
are no clear guidelines as to what they are? Is the student the one who should determine
quality feedback and provide a definition of quality feedback to instructors and
administrators or should the administrators make this determination and serve it to
instructors? Instructors may feel they are doing the best job possible in these areas, but
how are they to know if they are simply using their own performance as the guideline?
It is anticipated that as distance education evolves and matures along with
technology and educational resources the content gleaned from this study may be altered.
Further research is particularly warranted in the areas of delivering quality feedback to
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students, the construction of teaching sites that display uniformity in respect to all classes,
and entry level technical skills for students and instructors.

Summary
The purpose of this study was to identify the criteria that could be indicative of
quality in undergraduate asynchronous distance learning courses. The primary
stakeholders in distance education were presented with quality indicators as identified
from a literature review, an expert panel review, and results from a previous survey
instrument in an effort to determine if there was a difference in the perceptions of the
stakeholder groups. The goal was to reveal what the stakeholders considered to be quality
and if the stakeholders agreed on the quality indicators in answer to the study research
questions
Distance education continues to grow in popularity (Carnevale & Olsen, 2003)
and as noted by Pond (2002), this technological version of education has forced a
reconsideration of established criteria for the educational setting. Distance education’s
electronic format has changed the way institutions present education and how instructors
teach education. One of the goals of education, to present a quality education to students,
has not changed. However, delivering a quality education via an electronic format has
created a unique set of difficulties that requires identification of quality for distance
education to attain and maintain a reputation of respectability (Levy & Murphy, 2002).
Attempts have been made to identify quality in distance education (Mayadas,
Bourne, & Moore, 2003; Gunawardena & McIssac, 2004). Most previous studies
included one stakeholder group or perhaps two, usually students and instructors. There is
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limited research comparing three stakeholder groups. The primary stakeholders in
distance education are the administrators who produce and deliver distance education
courses, instructors who teach courses, and students who take the courses.
The purpose of this study was to assimilate a view of distance education quality
based on the perspectives of the three primary stakeholders. The theory was that
identifying quality from the three varying perspectives would reduce the chance that
crucial topics would be missed. The assumption was not that all stakeholders have the
same perception of quality, but that omitting one group of stakeholders risked omitting
quality indicators as perceived by that group.
The design of this study incorporated the use of an in depth literature review, the
modification of a previously validated survey instrument, content validation from an
expert panel, and the delivery of an online survey to the stakeholder groups at an
institution providing undergraduate distance learning courses.
The literature review identified specific topic areas that could be indicative of
quality. Similarly, the pre-existing survey (Stewart 2004) contained seven specific topic
areas felt to be indicators of distance education quality. The expert panel reviewed and
compared the topic areas gleaned from the literature along with the topics presented on
the pre-existing survey instrument. The expert panel felt that the topics were suitable for
use on a final survey instrument. The expert panel also felt that some of the areas from
the literature and some found on the pre-existing survey were redundant. This
redundancy was corrected by the expert panel reducing the topic areas from seven to five
for purposes of the final study. The pre-existing survey was therefore modified to
accommodate five topic areas. The final survey topic areas included sets of questions
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related to technical issues, course design issues, class procedures and expectations,
content delivery, and interaction issues. Another modification to the survey was the use
of three stakeholder groups as the target population. The original Stewart (2004) survey
had not been presented to administrators. The current study’s pilot survey was delivered
to a small group of approximately 100 stakeholders to help establish reliability. The final
survey was sent to a larger population of approximately 2,500 stakeholders. The time to
collect stakeholder responses for the pilot survey took about four weeks. The time to
collect stakeholder responses for the final survey took an additional four weeks.
The data for both the pilot and final surveys were analyzed using descriptive and
inferential statistical analyses. The results of the statistical analyses revealed that all
stakeholders agreed that the survey topic areas were indicators of quality in distance
education in answer to the first research question: What do the students, faculty, and
administrators perceive to be quality indicators for distance education? The results also
answered the second research question regarding how the stakeholder perspectives
compare. The comparison showed that generally all stakeholders felt a similar amount of
importance for all topics with a few exceptions in which the students and instructors
placed higher importance on a specific items.
This research study produced useful information for future iterations of distance
education and was based on perspectives from the major stakeholders in education. The
use of all stakeholder groups provided an opportunity to discern if all distance education
participants are striving for the same goals. Based on the results of this study it would
appear that all stakeholders are interested in the continuation of distance learning and
establishing quality guidelines to ensure distance educations’ future success.
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Collecting the perspectives from three stakeholder groups helped to support
Oliver’s (2000) suggestion that quality should be viewed from the perspective of the
information needs of the stakeholders. Education is an expensive endeavor but one that
can provide futures of opportunities for all stakeholders. Distance education is a format of
education that has the potential to reach stakeholders who might have considered
education beyond their reach. The opportunity to improve and establish distance
education as a viable form of education can create an exciting world of opportunities for
all who are involved. Current formats of distance education are precursors to educational
possibilities that will likely mature and improve as the advancement of new technology is
realized. However, technology can often dominate (Barbera, 2001) the educational
aspects of distance education. Therefore it is important to remember that the
administrators, instructors, and students are the key beneficiaries in distance education.
The stakeholders must have a voice in the future if distance education is to continue with
quality education as the hoped for outcome.
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Appendix A
Stewart Survey (used with permission)
Web-Based Course Evaluation
Please type the name of the
course that you are evaluating!

Appearance of Web Pages
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of the appearance and structure of Web pages used in the course. A Web page
is any information with its own Web address that appears on your computer screen.

SA = Strongly Agree
SD = Strongly Disagree

A = Agree
D = Disagree

U = Undecided
*NA = Not Applicable

Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
1. The font (type face, size, and style)
used on the Web pages detracts
from the content.

SA

A

U

D

SD

2. The Web pages appear lifeless and
dull.

SA

A

U

D

SD

3. The Web pages are dominated by
overly bold graphics or text.

SA

A

U

D

SD

4. The color scheme of Web pages
interferes with text comprehension.

SA

A

U

D

SD

5. The layout of the Web pages is
uncluttered.

SA

A

U

D

SD

6. The Web pages are overcrowded
with hyperlinks.

SA

A

U

D

SD

7. The Web pages contain
unnecessary animated or blinking

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA
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graphics.
8. A considerable number of pictures
or animations that are supposed to
be on the Web pages are missing.

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

Hyperlinks and Navigation
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of the hyperlinks and navigation used in this course. Hyperlinks are the buttons,
graphs, or phrases that connect one Web page with another. Navigation is defined as the
movement between Web pages.

SA = Strongly Agree
SD = Strongly Disagree

A = Agree
D = Disagree

U = Undecided
*NA = Not Applicable

Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
9. The hyperlinks are clearly
identifiable on the Web
pages. Note: Hyperlinks are
the buttons, graphs, or phrases
that connect one Web page
with another

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

10. Important information is easy
to find on the Web pages.

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

11. The hyperlinks clearly tell me
what information I am
connecting to.

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

12. It is easy to locate a particular
Web page from any other Web
page.

SA

A

U

D

SD

13. The layout of the course Web
site is clear to me.

SA

A

U

D

SD

14. The buttons in the course

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA
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management system clearly
tell me what function they
perform (compose a letter,
connect to chat rooms, etc.).

Technical Issues
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of your access to course components and viewing of course materials.

SA = Strongly Agree
SD = Strongly Disagree

A = Agree
D = Disagree

U = Undecided
*NA = Not Applicable

Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
15. The following online course media quickly loads to my home computer:

a. Video Presentations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

b. Audio Presentations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

c. Pictures or Animations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

d. Web Pages

SA

A

U

D

SD

16. The technical quality of the following online course media is good:

a. Video Presentations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

b. Audio Presentations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

c. Pictures or Animations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

d. Interactive Computer Video
Conferencing (CUseeME, etc.)

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

Online Applications
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of the ease of use of ONLINE applications.

SA = Strongly Agree

A = Agree

U = Undecided
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SD = Strongly Disagree

D = Disagree

*NA = Not Applicable

Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
17. The following ONLINE applications are easy to use:
a. Video Player

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

b. Audio Player

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

c. Interactive Computer Video
Conferencing System

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

d. Chat Rooms

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

e. Bulletin Board

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

f. Private E-Mail System

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

g. White Board

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

h. Tutorials

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

i. Simulations

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

j. Plug-ins (other than video or audio
players)

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

Class Procedures and Expectations
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of the procedures guiding the course and the instructor's expectations of you.

SA = Strongly Agree
SD = Strongly Disagree

A = Agree
D = Disagree

U = Undecided
*NA = Not Applicable

Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
18. I know exactly what actions to
take in the event of
technology-related problems.
19. In the beginning of the
semester, I was given enough
time to become familiar with

SA

A

U

D

SD

SA

A

U

D

SD

145
the technology.
20. I am told exactly how to turn
in each assignment.

SA

A

U

D

SD

SA

A

U

D

SD

22. The grading procedures are
clearly stated.

SA

A

U

D

SD

23. The directions for completing
assigned tasks are confusing.

SA

A

U

D

SD

24. The due dates and deadlines
are clear to me.

SA

A

U

D

SD

SA

A

U

D

SD

21. I am given reasonable
alternatives to scheduled "fixed
time" activities (chats, tests,
field trips, etc.).

25. In the beginning of the
semester, I was told exactly
what is expected of me as a
student in an Internet course
(learning style, academic and
technical requirements, etc.).

NA

Content Delivery
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of the manner in which the course material was presented to you. If you make
a mistake, click on the correct choice and the previous answer will disappear.

SA = Strongly Agree
SD = Strongly Disagree

A = Agree
D = Disagree

U = Undecided
*NA = Not Applicable

Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
26. The course content is delivered
with appropriate media. Note:
Media includes printed
materials, audio, video,

SA

A

U

D

SD
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pictures, animation, etc.
27. The instructor provides enough
examples to allow me to better
understand the subject matter.

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

28. The assigned tasks increase my
comprehension of the subject
matter.

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

SA

A

U

D

SD

SA

A

U

D

SD

SA

A

U

D

SD

29. I am given useful resources for
extra practice or for expanding
my knowledge (online tutorials
or libraries, content-related
Web sites, etc.).
30. The instructional methods used
help me learn the subject
matter. Note: Instructional
methods may include lectures,
case studies, discussions,
group work, etc.
31. The assessment activities
(tests, quizzes, essays,
presentations, etc.) contribute
to my knowledge of the subject
matter.
32. The materials used to present
the subject matter reflect the
personal touch of the
instructor.

Instructor and Peer Interaction
Please use the mouse to click on the "circle" next to the response that best describes what
you think of the manner in which you and your instructor and peers interact

with each other.
SA = Strongly Agree
SD = Strongly Disagree

A = Agree
D = Disagree

U = Undecided
*NA = Not Applicable
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Use the "Not Applicable" response if a statement does not pertain to your course!
33. The instructor communicates
with me in a thoughtful
manner.

SA

A

U

D

SD

34. The messages from the
instructor are clear to me.

SA

A

U

D

SD

35. The instructor uses an informal
conversational style (uses
humor, is folksy, etc.).

SA

A

U

D

SD

SA

A

U

D

SD

37. The instructor confirms in a
timely manner that assigned
tasks have been received.

SA

A

U

D

SD

38. I can count on the instructor to
clear up quickly any confusion
that I may have with a topic.

SA

A

U

D

SD

39. The instructor makes an effort
to ask me how I am doing.

SA

A

U

D

SD

40. I am encouraged to get in
touch with the instructor when
questions or concerns arise.

SA

A

U

D

SD

41. The instructor reponds to my
messages in a timely manner.

SA

A

U

D

SD

42. The instructor is difficult to
reach when the website is
unavailable.

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

SA

A

U

D

SD

NA

36. The instructor encourages
proper communication among
students (teaches Internet
etiquette or conduct during
discussions, etc.).

43. The instructor's participation in
mandatory discussions (in chat
rooms, on the bulletin board,

NA
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etc.) is poor.
44. I am encouraged to
communicate with my peers.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Background Questions
Thank you for completing the survey. Your responses will be very helpful in my attempt
to improve the quality of Web-based instruction. The following background questions
will help me to better evaluate the results.
Please use your mouse to first click on the next three (3) text fields, then type the
information.
Please enter any combination of letters and numbers not to exceed 10!
Gender (Male/Female)
Age
How many Internet courses have you taken?
0
1
2 or more
Please use your mouse to click on the text area first, then type any comments you might

have! (optional)

Please be patient, the connection to the Web server is a little slow at times!
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Appendix B

Dr. Stewart Permission to Use Study

-----Original Message----From: Ingrid Stewart [mailto:ingrid_stewart@ccsn.edu]
Sent: Monday, November 06, 2006 3:23 PM
To: Donna Darling
Subject: Re: Request permission to use your survey/ Validation of an Instrument for
Student Eval
Hello Donna,
You are welcome to use my survey instrument. I did design it with the thought in mind
that it benefits Web-based instructions for years to come.
Ingrid Stewart
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix C
Topics for Review by Expert Panel
Quality Topics for Review
Defining Quality

Interaction between:
Student-student
Student-instructor
Student-Content
Instructor-Administration
Administration-Student
Student Satisfaction

Faculty Satisfaction

Technical Skills
Instructor Support to students
Administrative Support to
faculty

Administrative Support to
students

Social Presence

Feedback

Barbera, 2004; Magee, et al., 2005;
Parker, 2004; Pitt, et al., 1995; Tucker,
1997
Arbaugh, 2001; Chickering et al., 1987;
Hiltz et al., 2000; Lorenzo et al., 2002;
Moore, 1989; Roblyer et al., 2003

Betts, 1998; Eaton, 2001; Levy, 2007;
Phipps et al., 2000; Morrison et al.,
2003; Schauer et al., 2005
Betts, 1998; Eaton, 2001; Levy, 2007;
Phipps et al., 2000; Morrison et al.,
2003; Schauer et al., 2005
Brooks, 2003; MacDonald et al., 2005;
Smith, 2005; Wepner et al., 2005
Carnevale et al., 2003; Kuh, 2001;
Richardson et al., 2003
Ansah & Johnson, 2003; Barclay, 2001;
Beard et al., 2004; Berge, 1998;
Commission on Colleges, 2005; Jaffee,
1998; Lapadula, 2003; Parscal, 2000;
Rovai et al., 2004
Ansah & Johnson, 2003; Barclay, 2001;
Beard et al., 2004; Berge, 1998;
Commission on Colleges, 2005; Jaffee,
1998; Lapadula, 2003; Parscal, 2000;
Rovai et al., 2004
Arbaugh, 2001; Hiltz et al., 2000;
Oliver, 2000; Schifter, 2000; Sederberg,
2003
Distance Education Report, 2003; Hiltz
& Shea, 2005; McDonald, 2002;
Schauer et al., 2005; Schifter, 2000
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Appendix D
Informed Consent for the Expert Panel

Informed Consent form for participation in the study: Assessing Quality Indicators in
Asynchronous Undergraduate Distance Education Courses
Funding Source: None
IRB approval # cannady02150701
Principal Investigator:
Donna Darling
506 Manchester Expressway
Suite B 15
Columbus, GA 31904
darlingd@troy.edu
706-685-5780 or 706-562-8094
Co-Investigator:
Dr. Timothy Ellis
NSU
3301 College Avenue
DeSantis Bldg., Rm. 4062
Ft. Lauderdale, FL 33314
954-262-2029
Institutional Review Board, Nova Southeastern University, Office of Grants & Contracts
Ph: 954-262-5369
Dear Participant,
I would appreciate your assistance with this research project on quality in distance
education courses. The characteristics of distance education that you find most important
will be collected and compiled with other responses. The responses will be used to create
a definition of quality that can be used as a guide for continued improvement in distance
learning.
I am proposing a roundtable discussion of nine experts in the field of distance education.
I am selecting three experts from three stakeholder groups, namely administrators, faculty,
and students. Your assistance is being requested due to your expertise in the field of
distance education. Your participation is strictly voluntary. You may refuse to participate
or discontinue participation at any time without penalty. Data collected from the
roundtable discussion will be kept until the end of the study. Any and all information is
anonymous. Your name will not appear anywhere in the study or survey and no
identifying information will be collected.
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Risks/Benefits: Risks are considered minimal because this survey is completely
anonymous, online, and participation is voluntary. Participants will not be identified
except by their role in distance education, as a student, an instructor, or an administrator.
There are no direct benefits for taking this survey although the long term benefits for the
improvement to distance education may benefit many. There are no costs to you or
payments made for participating in this study.
Any and all information received will be kept strictly confidential and will only be seen
by the authorized researchers of this study. All information obtained is strictly
confidential unless disclosure is required by law. Data gathered from the survey will be
collected from within the survey tool for download and analysis by the researchers.
Voluntary Consent:
I have read the preceding consent form, or it has been read to me, and I fully understand
the contents of this document and voluntarily consent to participate. All of my questions
concerning the research have been answered. I hereby agree to participate in this research
study. If I have any questions in the future about this study they will be answered by
Donna Darling. I understand that the NSU-IRB and other regulatory agencies may review
research records. This consent ends at the conclusion of this study.
Thank you in advance for your participation,
Donna Darling
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix E
Welcome and Topics for Roundtable Discussion with Expert Panel
Welcome,
You have been asked to attend this roundtable discussion regarding quality in distance
education based upon your experience as an instructor, student, or administrator in the
distance education environment.
The following list includes topics that have been found in the literature to be possible
indicators of quality in distance education. My goal is to discover if the various
stakeholder groups, (faculty, students, and administrators), deem these topics important
and if the stakeholder groups differ on the importance of these topics in relation to
distance education and its quality. This is an open discussion.
The following list is meant to be a catalyst for discussion but is in no way meant to
influence your opinions or inhibit the discussion of new topic areas.
Thank you for your participation.

1. Defining quality has been identified in the literature as a source of difficulty in
relation to the distance learning environment (Barbera, 2004; Magee et al., 2005;
Parker, 2004; Pitt et al., 1995; Tucker, 1997). Equating the quality of distance
education with that of standards established for traditional learning has also been
a concern.
Please discuss your thoughts as to the definition of quality as it relates to the
distance education environment.
2. Interaction in education has been identified in the literature as crucial to student
learning, traditionally and in the distance learning environment (Arbaugh, 2001;
Chickering et al., 1987; Hiltz et al., 2000; Lorenzo et al., 2002; Moore, 1989;
Roblyer et al., 2003). In particular, interaction between each of the following
stakeholders has been identified as important:
Student-student
Student-instructor
Student-Content
Instructor-Administration
Administration-Student
Please discuss your thoughts regarding the types of interaction and their
importance to quality distance education.
3. Satisfaction with the distance education format has been identified as a possible
indicator of quality in distance education (Betts, 1998; Eaton, 2001; Levy, 2007;
Phipps et al., 2000; Morrison et al., 2003; Schauer et al., 2005). Whether
students and faculty are satisfied with the format can be a predictor of student
persistence and impact the quality of distance courses.
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Please discuss your thoughts regarding what constitutes satisfaction and whether
it can be a characteristic of distance education that can impact student learning
and the quality of the education being delivered.
4. Student and faculty technology skills have been identified in the literature as a
concern to distance learning course quality (Brooks, 2003; MacDonald et al.,
2005; Smith, 2005; Wepner et al., 2005).
Please discuss your thoughts regarding the importance of technology skills
for instructors and students and how you think it might relate to the quality
of the course.
5. Support to the stakeholders in distance education has been noted in the literature
as a source of concern to quality. In particular, the following types of support
have been identified:
1. Faculty support to students (Carnevale et al., 2003; Kuh, 2001;
Richardson et al., 2003).
2. Administrator support to students (Ansah & Johnson, 2003; Barclay,
2001; Beard et al., 2004; Berge, 1998; Commission on Colleges,
2005; Jaffee, 1998; Lapadula, 2003; Parscal, 2000; Rovai et al.,
2004).
3. Administrator support to faculty (Ansah & Johnson, 2003; Barclay,
2001; Beard et al., 2004; Berge, 1998; Commission on Colleges,
2005; Jaffee, 1998; Lapadula, 2003; Parscal, 2000; Rovai s,
2004).
Please discuss your thoughts on the types of support listed, what constitutes
support in each case, and whether support impacts the quality of distance
education.
6. Social presence has been identified in the literature as a possible characteristic of
distance education that can impact course quality (Arbaugh, 2001; Hiltz et al.,
2000; Oliver, 2000; Schifter, 2000; Sederberg, 2003).
Please discuss your thoughts on social presence and whether it impacts the
quality of course delivery in the online format.
7. Feedback to students from instructors has been identified as important to student
learning, particularly in the distance learning format where social presence and a
feeling of isolation can also be concerns (Distance Education Report, 2003; Hiltz
& Shea, 2005; McDonald, 2002; Schauer et al., 2005; Schifter, 2000).
Please discuss your thoughts on the importance of feedback, types of
feedback, the amount and timelines of feedback, quality of feedback, etc. and
whether it relates to course quality.
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8. Please feel free to discuss outstanding issues regarding the topics that have been
discussed. Please feel free to introduce any new topic for discussion that you feel
impacts the quality of distance education.
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Appendix F
Format for Survey Items

Support issues

1. Instructors should provide the following support to students? Support to
include computer related problems, assistance with the learning platform,
academic advising, tutoring, and constructive feedback.
1) Not Applicable
2) Strongly Disagree
3) Disagree
4) Undecided
5) Agree
6) Strongly Agree
Please include additional comments here:
2. Administrators should provide the following support to distance education
instructors? 1. Training using the learning management system
2. Training in distance learning theories of education
3. Monetary compensation for teaching in the distance format
1) Not Applicable
2) Strongly Disagree
3) Disagree
4) Undecided
5) Agree
6) Strongly Agree
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3. Administrators should provide the following support to distance education
students:
1. Technical support
2. Online services such as library, student records management
3. Online academic advising
4. Training with the use of the learning management system
1) Not applicable
2) Strongly Disagree
3) Disagree
4) Undecided
5) Agree
6) Strongly Agree
Please include additional comments here:
Stakeholder Satisfaction
Student satisfaction with the distance learning environment in regard to:
1. Learning management system
2. Forms of interaction
3. Useful feedback from the instructor
4. Communication
1) Not applicable
2) Strongly Disagree
3) Disagree
4) Undecided
5) Agree
6) Strongly Agree
Please include additional comments here.
2. Instructor satisfaction with the distance learning environment in regard to:
1. Learning management system
2. Forms of interaction and communication with students
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3. Availability of communication with administrators
4. Availability to maintain academic freedom in course structure
1) Not Applicable
2) Strongly Disagree
3) Disagree
4) Undecided
5) Agree
6) Strongly Agree
Please include additional comments here.
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Appendix G
Item Review Worksheet
1. Are there any statements that are not clear? If yes, please make recommendations
below.

2. Are there any statements that contain spelling or grammatical errors? If yes,
please make recommendations below.

3. Are there any statements that use words that might not be familiar to others? If
yes, please make recommendations below.

4. Based on your knowledge of distance education courses, list any additional
statements that should be included in the survey. For example, is this survey
adequate for various subject areas (e.g. science and mathematics, humanities,
social science, etc.)? Please categorize your statements into one of the following
areas:
Appearance and Structure of course web pages
Hyperlinks and Navigation
Technical Issues
Class Procedures and Expectations
Delivery of Instruction
Quality of Interaction
Social Presence
Support Issues
Feedback
Other
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Appendix H
Content Validation Worksheet

1. Categorize each statement into one of the areas listed below. Place the number of
the statements below the category.
Social Presence
Technical Issues
Appearance and Structure of Web Pages
Technical Issues
Class Procedures
Hyperlinks and Navigation
Delivery of Instruction
Quality of Interaction
Support issues
Other (Specify)
2. Please identify any statements that you feel are not relevant to the study of
distance education quality. Please explain below.
3. Please identify any statements that you feel do not apply to all subject areas.
Please explain below.
4. Please list any additional statements that you feel should be included in the survey.
You might want to consider various subject areas (e.g. the sciences, mathematics,
English, the humanities, the social sciences, foreign languages, health, etc.).
Please categorize your statements into one of the following categories:
Social Presence
Technical Issues
Appearance and Structure of Web Pages
Technical Issues
Class Procedures
Hyperlinks and Navigation
Delivery of Instruction
Quality of Interaction
Support issues
Other (Specify)
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Appendix I
Informed Consent for Participants
Informed Consent form for participation in the study:
Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous Undergraduate Distance Education
Courses
Funding Source: None
IRB approval # cannady03150601
Principal Investigator:
Donna Darling
506 Manchester Expressway
Suite B 15
Columbus, GA 31904
darlingd@troy.edu
706-685-5780 or 706-562-8094
Co-Investigator:
Dr. Timothy Ellis
NSU
3301 College Avenue
DeSantis Bldg., Rm. 4062
Ft. Lauderdale, FL 33314
954-262-2029
Institutional Review Board, Nova Southeastern University, Office of Grants & Contracts
Ph: 954-262-5369
Dear Participant,
I would appreciate your assistance with this research project on quality in distance
education courses. The characteristics of distance education that you find most important
will be collected and compiled with other responses. The responses will be used to create
a definition of quality that can be used as a guide for continued improvement in distance
learning.
All you need to do is take a short survey that should take 10 minutes or less to complete.
If you do not wish to participate, simply delete this email. Your participation is strictly
voluntary. You may refuse to participate or discontinue participation at any time without
penalty. Data collected from unfinished surveys will be kept until the end of the study.
Any and all information is anonymous. Your name will not appear anywhere in the
survey. No identifying information will be collected, and your anonymity is further
protected by not asking you to sign and return this informed consent form.
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Risks/Benefits: Risks are considered minimal because this survey is completely
anonymous, online, and participation is voluntary. Participants will not be identified
except by their role in distance education, as a student, an instructor, or an administrator.
There are no direct benefits for taking this survey although the long term benefits for the
improvement to distance education may benefit many. There are no costs to you or
payments made for participating in this study.
Any and all information received will be kept strictly confidential and will only be seen
by the authorized researchers of this study. All information obtained is strictly
confidential unless disclosure is required by law. Data gathered from the survey will be
collected from within the survey tool for download and analysis by the researchers.
Voluntary Consent:
I have read the preceding consent form, or it has been read to me, and I fully understand
the contents of this document and voluntarily consent to participate. All of my questions
concerning the research have been answered. I hereby agree to participate in this research
study. If I have any questions in the future about this study they will be answered by
Donna Darling. I understand that the NSU-IRB and other regulatory agencies may review
research records. This consent ends at the conclusion of this study.
Thank you in advance for your participation,
Donna Darling
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix J
Item Tryout Worksheet
Please consider the questions below. If you do not find any problems, just say so
below each question (e.g. very clear, or everything is fine, etc.). However, if you find
a problem area, please be sure state what it is and how you would correct it.
In addition, please respond to each survey item.
1. Please read the first page, the letter to participants. Is the letter enticing enough
for someone to want to complete the survey?
2. Are the directions clear for completing the survey?
3. As you read each statement, do you know exactly what the statement wants to
find out?
4. Are there any statements that use words that might not be familiar to some people?
5. Based on your experience with distance education, are there any statements that
you feel should be added to the survey?
6. Is there anything that bothers you with the design of the survey?
7. Are there any spelling errors?
8. Do you have any other comments (optional)?
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Appendix K
Final Survey
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Appendix L
Institutional Review Board Approval from Troy University

Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix M
Institutional Review Board Continuation Approval from Troy University

Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix N
Institutional Review Board Approval from Nova Southeastern University

Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix O
Institutional Review Board Continuation Approval from Nova Southeastern

Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Appendix P
Expert Panel Meeting Results

Survey Item
1. Font used on the web pages detracts from the
content.
3. Web pages are dominated by overly bold
graphics or text.
4. The color scheme of web pages interferes with
text comprehensions.
5. The layout of the web pages is uncluttered.
6. The web pages overcrowded with hyperlinks.
7. The web pages contain unnecessary animated
or blinking graphics.
8. A considerable number of pictures or
animations that are supposed to be on the web
pages are missing.
9. The hyperlinks are clearly identifiable on the
web pages.
10. Important information is easy to find.
11. The hyperlinks clearly tell me what
information I am connecting to.
12. It is easy to locate a page from any other
page.
13. The layout of the course web site is clear to
me.
14. The buttons in the course management
system clearly tell me what function they
perform.
15. The following media quickly loads to my
home computer: Video, audio,
pictures/animations, web pages.
16. the technical quality of the following online
media is good:
Video, audio, pictures/animations, web pages.
17. The following online applications are easy to
use: Video/Audio, Interactive computer video
conferencing, chat rooms, email, white board,
tutorials, simulations, plug –ins.
18. I know exactly what actions to take in the
event of technology-related problems.
19. In the beginning of the semester, I was given
enough time to become familiar with the
technology.

Ad
3.667

In
4.000

St
4.333

M
4.0

3.000

3.667

2.000

2.8

2.667

2.667

2.000

2.4

4.000
4.667
2.667

4.667
4.333
4.667

4.667
4.333
2.667

4.4
4.4
3.3

4.333

2.667

2.667

3.2

4.667

1.000

2.667

2.7

4.667
4.667

4.000
4.667

4.333
4.333

4.3
4.5

4.667

3.667

3.333

3.8

4.667

3.333

4.333

4.1

4.667

4.333

4.333

4.4

4.667

4.667

4.5
4.333

5.000

3.667

4.000

4.2

5.000

4.000

4.000

4.3

5.000

4.000

4.000

4.3

4.667

4.333

4.333

4.4
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Expert Panel Meeting Results (continued)
Survey Item
20. I am told exactly how to turn in each
assignment.
21. I am given reasonable alternatives to
scheduled fixed time activities.
22. The grading procedures are clearly stated.
23. The directions for completing assigned tasks
are confusing.
24. The due dates and deadlines are clear to me.
25. In the beginning of the semester, I was told
exactly what is expected of me as a student in an
Internet course (learning style, academic and
technical requirements, etc.)
26. The course content is delivered with
appropriate media.
27. The instructor provides enough examples to
allow me to better understand the subject matter.
28. The assigned tasks increase my
comprehension of the subject.
29. I am given useful resources for extra practice
or for expanding my knowledge.
30. The instructional methods used help me learn
the subject matter.
31. The assessment activities (tests, quizzes,
essays, presentations, etc.) contribute to my
knowledge of the subject matter.
32. The materials used to present the subject
matter reflect the personal touch of the
instructor.
33. The instructor communicates in a thoughtful
manner.
34. The messages from the instructor are clear to
me.
35. The instructor uses an informal
conversational style.
36. The instructor encourages proper
communication among students.
37. The instructor confirms in a timely manner
that assigned tasks have been received.
38. I can count on the instructor to clear up
quickly any confusion that I may have with a
topic.
39. The instructor makes an effort to ask me how
I am doing.

Ad
4.333

In
4.333

St
4.333

M
4.3

4.667

4.667

4.333

4.5

4.000
4.667

4.333
4.333

4.000
4.333

4.1
4.4

4.667
4.667

2.667
3.000

3.667
4.333

3.6
4.0

4.667

4.667

4.333

4.5

4.333

3.333

4.000

3.8

3.000

4.333

4.333

3.8

5.000

4.333

4.333

4.5

5.000

4.000

4.000

4.3

5.000

4.000

4.000

4.3

4.667

4.000

4.000

4.2

4.333

2.000

3.333

3.2

4.333

3.333

4.667

4.1

4.333

4.333

4.667

4.4

3.000

2.333

2.667

2.6

4.333

4.667

4.333

4.4

4.000

4.667

4.667

4.4

4.333

3.333

4.667

4.1
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Expert Panel Meeting Results (continued)
Survey Item
40. I am encouraged to get in touch with the
instructor when questions or concerns arise.

Ad
4.000

In
4.333

St
3.000

M
3.7

41. The instructor responds to my messages in a
timely manner.

4.667

3.333

4.667

4.2

42. The instructor is difficult to reach when the
5.000
4.667
4.667
4.7
website is unavailable.
43. The instructor’s participation in mandatory
4.667
3.333
4.667
4.2
discussions is poor.
44. I am encouraged to communicate with my
4.667
3.000
4.333
4.0
peers.
Ad = Administrator mean In = Instructor mean St = student mean, M = mean combined
score from three stakeholder groups
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Appendix Q
Preliminary Survey for Expert Panel Review
Please review the following items as though performing an evaluation of distance
learning courses and the impact/importance to the quality of the course.
Technical Issues
Please review the following technical issue survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
1. The university administration provides technical support and training to students
in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications such as video/audio players
d. Use of the online library
2. The following online course media quickly loads to a desk top computer:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Presentations
c. Pictures or Animations
d. Web Pages
3. The university administration provides technical support and training to
instructors in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications such as video/audio players
d. Instructional design techniques
4. The technical quality of the following online course media is good:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Presentations
c. Pictures or Animations
d. Interactive Computer Video Conferencing
5. Students enter distance learning with a least the following basic technical skills:
a. Keyboarding
b. Saving a file
c. Uploading a file
d. Knowledge and use of word processing
e. Knowledge and use of an email system
6. The following online applications are easy to use:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Player
c. Interactive Computer Video Conferencing
d. Chat Rooms
e. Bulleting Board
f. Private email system
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g. White Board
h. Tutorials
i. Simulations
j. Plug-ins (other than video or audio players)
7. The instructor has the technical skills to support student problems related to:
a. Computer issues
b. Assistance with the teaching site
c. Assistance with online applications such as video/audio players
Course Design
Please review the following course design survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
8. The font (type face, size, and style) used in the teaching site detracts from the
content.
9. The teaching site pages appear lifeless and dull.
10. The color scheme of the teaching site pages interferes with text comprehension.
11. The layout of the teaching site pages is uncluttered
12. The teaching site pages are overcrowded with hyperlinks.
13. The teaching site pages contain unnecessary animated or blinking graphics.
14. A considerable number of pictures or animations that are supposed to be on the
teaching site pages are missing.
15. The hyperlinks are clearly identifiable on the teaching site pages.
16. Important information is easy to find on the teaching site pages.
17. The hyperlinks clearly tell state what information will be connected.
18. It is easy to locate a particular teaching site page from another teaching site page.
19. The layout of the teaching site is clear.
20. The buttons in the teaching site clearly state what function they perform (compose
a letter, connect to chat rooms, discussion boards, etc.)
Class Procedures and Expectations
Please review the following class procedures and expectations survey items in relation to
their impact on course quality.
21. I know exactly what actions to take in the event of technology-related problems.
22. In the beginning of the class, I was given enough time to become familiar with the
technology.
23. The instructor explains exactly how to turn in assignments.
24. There are reasonable alternatives to scheduled “fixed time” activities such as chat
rooms, discussion boards, and tests.
25. The grading procedures are clearly stated.
26. The directions for completing assigned tasks are confusing.
27. The due dates and deadlines are clear.
28. The instructor explains what is expected of the distance learning student in
relation to:
a. Learning style
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b. Academic requirements
c. Technical skills
d. Technical requirements
Content Delivery
Please review the following content delivery survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
29. The course content is delivered with appropriate media such as printed materials,
audio, video, pictures, animations, etc.
30. The instructor provides enough examples to allow for better understanding of the
subject matter.
31. The assigned tasks increase the comprehension of the subject matter.
32. Useful resources are provided for extra practice or for expanding knowledge
(online tutorials, libraries, content related web sites, etc.)
33. The instructional methods used (lectures, case studies, discussions, group work,
etc.) encourage learning of course outcomes
34. Assessment activities (tests, quizzes, essays, presentations, etc.) contribute to
knowledge of the subject matter.
35. The material used to present the subject matter reflects the personal touch of the
instructor.
36. Timely instructor feedback encourages student success in learning course
outcomes.
37. Assessment activities are verified by:
a. Electronic monitoring
b. In person proctoring required
Instructor and Peer Interaction
Please review the following interaction items in relation to their impact on course quality.
38. The instructor communicates in a thoughtful manner.
39. The messages from the instructor are clear and understandable.
40. The instructor encourages proper communication among students (teaches
Internet etiquette or conduct during discussions, etc.)
41. The instructor confirms in a timely manner that assigned tasks have been received.
42. The instructor clears up quickly any confusion students have with a topic.
43. The instructor makes an effort to ask students how they are doing.
44. The instructor encourages student communication when questions or concerns
arise.
45. The instructor responds to my email within 24 hours.
46. The instructor is difficult to reach when the teaching site is down.
47. The instructor’s participation in mandatory discussions (chat rooms, bulletin
boards, discussion boards) is poor.
48. The instructor encourages and creates opportunities for student-to-student
communications.
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Revised Preliminary Survey
Please review the following items as though performing an evaluation of distance
learning courses and the impact/importance to the quality of the course.
Technical Issues
Please review the following technical issue survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
1. The university administration should provide technical support and training to
students in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications such as video/audio players
d. Use of the online library
2. The following online course media quickly loads to a desk top computer:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Presentations
c. Pictures or Animations
d. Web Pages
3. The university administration should provide technical support and training to
instructors in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications such as video/audio players
d. Instructional design techniques
4. The technical quality of the following online course media is good:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Presentations
c. Pictures or Animations
d. Interactive Computer Video Conferencing
5. Students should enter distance learning with at least the following basic technical
skills:
a. Keyboarding
b. Saving a file
c. Uploading a file
d. Knowledge and use of word processing
e. Knowledge and use of an email system
6. The following online applications are easy to use:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Player
c. Interactive Computer Video Conferencing
d. Chat Rooms
e. Bulleting Board
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f. Private email system
g. White Board
h. Tutorials
i. Simulations
j. Plug-ins (other than video or audio players)
7. The instructor should have the technical skills to support student problems related
to:
a. Computer issues
b. Assistance with the teaching site
c. Assistance with online applications such as video/audio players

Course Design
Please review the following course design survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
8. The font (type face, size, and style) used in the teaching site detracts from the
content.
9. The teaching site pages appear lifeless and dull.
10. The color scheme of the teaching site pages interferes with text comprehension.
11. The layout of the teaching site pages is uncluttered
12. The teaching site pages are overcrowded with hyperlinks.
13. The teaching site pages contain unnecessary animated or blinking graphics.
14. A considerable number of pictures or animations that are supposed to be on the
teaching site pages are missing.
15. The hyperlinks are clearly identifiable on the teaching site pages.
16. Important information is easy to find on the teaching site pages.
17. The hyperlinks clearly tell state what information will be connected.
18. It is easy to locate a particular teaching site page from another teaching site page.
19. The layout of the teaching site is clear.
20. The buttons in the teaching site clearly state what function they perform (compose
a letter, connect to chat rooms, discussion boards, etc.)
Class Procedures and Expectations
Please review the following class procedures and expectations survey items in relation to
their impact on course quality.
21. I know exactly what actions to take in the event of technology-related problems.
22. In the beginning of the class, I was given enough time to become familiar with the
technology.
23. The instructor explains exactly how to turn in assignments.
24. There are reasonable alternatives to scheduled “fixed time” activities such as chat
rooms, discussion boards, and tests.
25. The grading procedures are clearly stated.
26. The directions for completing assigned tasks are confusing.
27. The due dates and deadlines are clear.
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28. The instructor explains what is expected of the distance learning student in
relation to:
a. Learning style
b. Academic requirements
c. Technical skills
d. Technical requirements
Content Delivery
Please review the following content delivery survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
29. The course content is delivered with appropriate media such as printed materials,
audio, video, pictures, animations, etc.
30. The instructor provides enough examples to allow for better understanding of the
subject matter.
31. The assigned tasks increase the comprehension of the subject matter.
32. Useful resources are provided for extra practice or for expanding knowledge
(online tutorials, libraries, content related web sites, etc.)
33. The instructional methods used (lectures, case studies, discussions, group work,
etc.) encourage learning of course outcomes
34. Assessment activities (tests, quizzes, essays, presentations, etc.) contribute to
knowledge of the subject matter.
35. The material used to present the subject matter reflects the personal touch of the
instructor.
36. Timely instructor feedback encourages student success in learning course
outcomes.
37. Assessment activities are verified by:
a. Electronic monitoring
b. In person proctoring required
Instructor and Peer Interaction
Please review the following interaction items in relation to their impact on course quality.
38. The instructor communicates in a thoughtful manner.
39. The messages from the instructor are clear and understandable.
40. The instructor encourages proper communication among students (teaches
Internet etiquette or conduct during discussions, etc.)
41. The instructor confirms in a timely manner that assigned tasks have been received.
42. The instructor clears up quickly any confusion students have with a topic.
43. The instructor makes an effort to ask students how they are doing.
44. The instructor encourages student communication when questions or concerns
arise.
45. The instructor responds to my email within 24 hours.
46. The instructor is difficult to reach when the teaching site is down.
47. The instructor’s participation in mandatory discussions (chat rooms, bulletin
boards, discussion boards) is poor.
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48. The instructor encourages and creates opportunities for student-to-student
communications.
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Appendix S
Preliminary Survey with Proposed Changes from
Content Validation Experts Submitted to Expert Panel
Instructions:
The expert panel review process was followed by a review by content validation experts
from the stakeholder groups of Administrator, Instructor, and Student.
Below you will find the Preliminary Survey that was the result of the Expert Panel
Review in which you participated. You will also find the proposed changes from the
Content Validation Review.
The Content Validation Experts suggested minimal changes. The changes propose
moving six items into a category other than the one in which they are currently placed.
Below you will find the preliminary survey and the six items highlighted in red (still in
their original categories) followed by the proposed category change highlighted in blue.
Please place your response to the change in this highlighted blue section noting whether
you agree or disagree with the change. There is no further action required for all other
items.
Please save this entire document with your responses and return to me within five days at
darlingd@troy.edu.
Thank you in advance for your assistance,
Donna Darling
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.

Preliminary Survey
Technical Issues
Please review the following technical issue survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
1. The university administration should provide technical support and training to
students in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications such as video/audio players
d. Use of the online library
2. The following online course media quickly loads to a desk top computer:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Presentations
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c. Pictures or Animations
d. Web Pages
Appendix S (continued)
3. The university administration should provide technical support and training to
instructors in:
a. Use of a computer
b. Use of the teaching site
c. Use of online applications such as video/audio players
d. Instructional design techniques
4. The technical quality of the following online course media is good:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Presentations
c. Pictures or Animations
d. Interactive Computer Video Conferencing
***Content Validation Experts propose new placement category should be Course
Design.
Agree _____
Disagree (please explain) _____________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
5. Students should enter distance learning with at least the following basic technical
skills:
a. Keyboarding
b. Saving a file
c. Uploading a file
d. Knowledge and use of word processing
e. Knowledge and use of an email system
***Content Validation Experts propose new placement category should be Class
Procedures and Expectations
Agree _____
Disagree (please explain) ______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
6. The following online applications are easy to use:
a. Video Presentations
b. Audio Player
c. Interactive Computer Video Conferencing
d. Chat Rooms
e. Bulleting Board
f. Private email system
g. White Board
h. Tutorials
i. Simulations
j. Plug-ins (other than video or audio players)
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7. The instructor should have the technical skills to support student problems related
to:
a. Computer issues
b. Assistance with the teaching site
c. Assistance with online applications such as video/audio players
Course Design
Please review the following course design survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
8. The font (type face, size, and style) used in the teaching site detracts from the
content.
9. The teaching site pages appear lifeless and dull.
10. The color scheme of the teaching site pages interferes with text comprehension.
11. The layout of the teaching site pages is uncluttered
12. The teaching site pages are overcrowded with hyperlinks.
13. The teaching site pages contain unnecessary animated or blinking graphics.
14. A considerable number of pictures or animations that are supposed to be on the
teaching site pages are missing.
15. The hyperlinks are clearly identifiable on the teaching site pages.
16. Important information is easy to find on the teaching site pages.
17. The hyperlinks clearly tell state what information will be connected.
18. It is easy to locate a particular teaching site page from another teaching site page.
19. The layout of the teaching site is clear.
20. The buttons in the teaching site clearly state what function they perform (compose
a letter, connect to chat rooms, discussion boards, etc.)
Class Procedures and Expectations
Please review the following class procedures and expectations survey items in relation to
their impact on course quality.
21. I know exactly what actions to take in the event of technology-related problems.
***Content Validation Experts propose new placement category should be Technical
Issues
Agree _____
Disagree (please explain) ______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
22. In the beginning of the class, I was given enough time to become familiar with the
technology.
23. The instructor explains exactly how to turn in assignments.
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24. There are reasonable alternatives to scheduled “fixed time” activities such as chat
rooms, discussion boards, and tests.
***Content Validation Experts propose new placement category should be Instructor
and Peer Interaction
Agree _____
Disagree (please explain) ______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
25. The grading procedures are clearly stated.
26. The directions for completing assigned tasks are confusing.
27. The due dates and deadlines are clear.
28. The instructor explains what is expected of the distance learning student in
relation to:
a. Learning style
b. Academic requirements
c. Technical skills
d. Technical requirements
Content Delivery
Please review the following content delivery survey items in relation to their impact on
course quality.
29. The course content is delivered with appropriate media such as printed materials,
audio, video, pictures, animations, etc.
30. The instructor provides enough examples to allow for better understanding of the
subject matter.
31. The assigned tasks increase the comprehension of the subject matter.
32. Useful resources are provided for extra practice or for expanding knowledge
(online tutorials, libraries, content related web sites, etc.)
33. The instructional methods used (lectures, case studies, discussions, group work,
etc.) encourage learning of course outcomes
34. Assessment activities (tests, quizzes, essays, presentations, etc.) contribute to
knowledge of the subject matter.
35. The material used to present the subject matter reflects the personal touch of the
instructor.
36. Timely instructor feedback encourages student success in learning course
outcomes.
***Content Validation Experts propose new placement category should be Class
Procedures and Expectations
Agree _____
Disagree (please explain) ______________________________________________
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37. Assessment activities are verified by:
a. Electronic monitoring
b. In person proctoring required
***Content Validation Experts propose new placement category should be Class
Procedures and Expectations
Agree _____
Disagree (please explain) ______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

Instructor and Peer Interaction
Please review the following interaction items in relation to their impact on course quality.
38. The instructor communicates in a thoughtful manner.
39. The messages from the instructor are clear and understandable.
40. The instructor encourages proper communication among students (teaches
Internet etiquette or conduct during discussions, etc.)
41. The instructor confirms in a timely manner that assigned tasks have been received.
42. The instructor clears up quickly any confusion students have with a topic.
43. The instructor makes an effort to ask students how they are doing.
44. The instructor encourages student communication when questions or concerns
arise.
45. The instructor responds to my email within 24 hours.
46. The instructor is difficult to reach when the teaching site is down.
47. The instructor’s participation in mandatory discussions (chat rooms, bulletin
boards, discussion boards) is poor.
48. The instructor encourages and creates opportunities for student-to-student
communications.
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Pilot Survey
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Appendix U
Pilot Survey Introductory Letter to Stakeholders
Dear Participant,
I would appreciate your assistance in a pilot survey that is part of
the research for my doctoral dissertation. The survey is intended to
identify stakeholder opinions regarding quality indicators in Troy
University distance education courses. The survey is not related to a
specific course, but to Troy University distance education in general.
More information is below. Please email me at darlingd@troy.edu if you
have any questions.
Thank you in advance,
Donna Myers Darling
Informed Consent form for participation in Pilot study:
Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous Undergraduate
Distance Education Courses
(A pilot study in conjunction with dissertation research)
Funding Source: None
IRB approval # cannady02150701
Principal Investigator:
Donna Darling
Troy University
506 Manchester Expressway
Suite B 15
Columbus, GA 31904
darlingd@troy.edu
706-685-5780
Co-Investigator:
Dr. Timothy Ellis
NSU
3301 College Avenue
DeSantis Bldg., Rm. 4062
Ft. Lauderdale, FL 33314
954-262-2029
Institutional Review Board, Nova Southeastern University, Office of
Grants & Contracts
Ph: 954-262-5369
Dear Participant,
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I would appreciate your assistance with this research project on
quality in distance education courses. You have been selected to
participate due to your previous and/or current participation with Troy
University distance education. The characteristics of distance
education that you find most important will be collected and compiled
with other responses. The responses will be used to create a
definition of quality that can be used as a guide for continued
improvement in distance learning.
All you need to do is take a short survey that should take 10 minutes
or less to complete. If you do not wish to participate, simply delete
this email. Your participation is strictly voluntary. You may refuse
to participate or discontinue participation at any time without penalty.
Data collected from unfinished surveys will be kept until the end of
the study. Any and all information is anonymous. Your name will not
appear anywhere in the survey. No identifying information will be
collected, and your anonymity is further protected by not asking you to
sign and return this informed consent form.
Risks/Benefits: Risks are considered minimal because this survey is
completely anonymous, online, and participation is voluntary.
Participants will not be identified except by their role in distance
education, as a student, an instructor, or an administrator. There are
no direct benefits for taking this survey although the long term
benefits for the improvement to distance education may benefit many.
There are no costs to you or payments made for participating in this
study.
Any and all information received will be kept strictly confidential and
will only be seen by the authorized researchers of this study. All
information obtained is strictly confidential unless disclosure is
required by law. Data gathered from the survey will be collected from
within the survey tool for download and analysis by the researchers.
Voluntary Consent:
I have read the preceding consent form, or it has been read to me, and
I fully understand the contents of this document and voluntarily
consent to participate. All of my questions concerning the research
have been answered. I hereby agree to participate in this research
study. If I have any questions in the future about this study they
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will be answered by Donna Darling. I understand that the NSU-IRB and
other regulatory agencies may review research records. This consent
ends at the conclusion of this study.
Please take the survey within five days of receipt of this email.
Thank you in advance for your participation,
Donna Darling

Please complete our on-line survey by clicking the link below
http://zipsurvey.com/LaunchSurvey.aspx?ieid=2333066&key=FC92AF1A

Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Reminder Letter for Pilot Survey
Dear Troy University Stakeholder,
This is just a reminder that earlier this week I sent you a request to
complete a pilot study survey that I am using for my dissertation
research project regarding quality in Troy University distance learning
courses.
If you have not completed the survey I would very much appreciate it if
you would as soon as possible. The results from the pilot study will be used to create a
final survey to help identify needed improvements to
distance learning courses.
Thank you for your assistance regarding my dissertation research study.
I know that your time is valuable and I appreciate your taking
the time to complete my survey. I believe it will take only 10 minutes
or less.
Thank you,
Donna Myers Darling
Troy University eArmyU Site Director

Please complete our on-line survey by clicking the link below
http://zipsurvey.com/LaunchSurvey.aspx?ieid=2333066&key=FC92AF1A
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Descriptive Statistics for Pilot Survey
Descriptive Statistics
N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Q2.1

77

4.25

1.329

Q2.2

77

5.10

1.131

Q2.3

77

4.42

1.174

Q2.4

77

5.25

.781

Q3.1

77

4.65

1.326

Q3.2

77

4.75

1.279

Q3.3

77

5.04

.880

Q3.4

77

5.12

.811

Q4.1

77

4.13

1.750

Q4.2

77

4.83

1.681

Q4.3

77

4.40

1.719

Q4.4

77

4.48

1.675

Q5.1

77

4.44

1.482

Q5.2

77

4.42

1.454

Q5.3

77

4.78

1.242

Q5.4

77

3.92

1.715

Q6.1

77

5.58

.695

Q6.2

77

5.70

.540

Q6.3

77

5.68

.549

Q6.4

77

5.64

.605

Q6.5

77

5.69

.613

Q7.1

77

4.68

1.322

Q7.2

76

4.63

1.394

Q7.3

77

3.97

1.597

Q7.4

77

4.87

1.162

Q7.5

77

5.32

.595

Q7.6

77

5.21

.879

Q7.7

77

4.38

1.246

Q7.8

77

4.94

.800

Q7.9

77

4.29

1.512

Q7.10

77

4.03

1.530

Valid N (listwise)

76

202
Appendix X
Introduction to Final Survey
Informed Consent form for participation in the study:
Assessing Quality Indicators in Asynchronous Undergraduate
Distance Education Courses
(A study in conjunction with dissertation research)
Funding Source: None
IRB approval # cannady02150701
Principal Investigator:
Donna Myers Darling
Troy University
506 Manchester Expressway
Suite B 15
Columbus, GA 31904
darlingd@troy.edu
706-571-2449
Co-Investigator:
Dr. Timothy Ellis
NSU
3301 College Avenue
DeSantis Bldg., Rm. 4062
Ft. Lauderdale, FL 33314
954-262-2029
Institutional Review Board, Nova Southeastern University, Office of Grants & Contracts
Ph: 954-262-5369
Dear Participant,
I would appreciate your assistance with this research project on quality in distance
education courses. You have been selected to participate due to your previous and/or
current participation with Troy University distance education. The characteristics of
distance education that you find most important will be collected and compiled with other
responses. The responses will be used as a guide for continued improvement in distance
learning. The survey does not relate to a specific course but rather to Troy University
distance learning courses in general.

All you need to do is take a short survey that should take 10 minutes or less to complete.
If you do not wish to participate, simply delete this email. Your participation is strictly
voluntary. You may refuse to participate or discontinue participation at any time without
penalty. Data collected from unfinished surveys will be kept until the end of the study.
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Any and all information is anonymous. Your name will not appear anywhere in the
survey. No identifying information will be collected, and your anonymity is further
protected by not asking you to sign and return this informed consent form.
Risks/Benefits: Risks are considered minimal because this survey is completely
anonymous, online, and participation is voluntary. Participants will not be identified
except by their role in distance education, as a student, an instructor, or an administrator.
There are no direct benefits for taking this survey although the long term benefits for the
improvement to distance education may benefit many. There are no costs to you or
payments made for participating in this study.
Any and all information received will be kept strictly confidential and will only be seen
by the authorized researchers of this study. All information obtained is strictly
confidential unless disclosure is required by law. Data gathered from the survey will be
collected from within the survey tool for download and analysis by the researchers.
Voluntary Consent:
I have read the preceding consent form, or it has been read to me, and I fully
understand the contents of this document and voluntarily consent to participate. All
of my questions concerning the research have been answered. I hereby agree to
participate in this research study. If I have any questions in the future about this
study they will be answered by Donna Myers Darling. I understand that the NSUIRB and other regulatory agencies may review research records. This consent ends
at the conclusion of this study.

Please take the survey within one week of receipt of this email.
Thank you in advance for your participation,
Donna Myers Darling
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Reminder Letter for Final Survey
Dear Troy University Stakeholder,
This is just a reminder that about a week ago I sent you a request to complete a survey
that I am using for my dissertation research project regarding quality in Troy University
distance learning courses.
If you have not completed the survey I would very much appreciate it if
you would as soon as possible. The results from the survey will be used to help identify
needed improvements to distance learning courses.
Thank you for your assistance regarding my dissertation research study.
I know that your time is valuable and I appreciate your taking the time to complete my
survey. I believe it will take only 10 minutes
or less.
Thank you,
Donna Myers Darling
Troy University eArmyU Site Director

Please complete our on-line survey by clicking the link below
http://zipsurvey.com/LaunchSurvey.aspx?ieid=2333066&key=FC92AF1A
Note: Researcher’s last name changed from Darling to Myers in January 2008.
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Descriptive Statistics by Stakeholder Group

Descriptive Statistics for Administrators
Maximu
N
Question
Minimum m
q2.1
36
2
6
q2.2
36
1
6

M

SD

4.78

1.198

5.17

1.082

q2.3

36

3

6

4.78

1.072

q3.1

36

1

6

4.50

1.108

q3.2

36

1

6

4.64

1.046

q3.3

36

1

6

4.61

1.076

q3.4

36

1

6

4.92

.967

q4.1

36

3

6

4.69

1.238

q4.2

36

4

6

5.69

.525

q4.3

36

3

6

5.36

.798

q4.4

36

5

6

5.75

.439

q5.1

36

1

6

4.56

1.157

q5.2

36

1

6

4.64

1.018

q5.3

36

1

6

4.61

1.076

q5.4

36

1

6

4.47

1.362

q6.1

36

3

6

5.83

.561

q6.2

36

5

6

5.86

.351

q6.3

36

4

6

5.75

.500

q6.4

36

5

6

5.81

.401

q6.5

36

5

6

5.81

.401

q7.1

36

1

6

4.50

1.231

q7.2

36

1

6

4.61

1.128

q7.3

36

1

6

4.22

1.222

q7.4

36

1

6

4.72

1.111

q7.5

36

1

6

4.81

1.064

q7.6

36

1

6

5.17

1.000

q7.7

36

1

6

4.28

1.344

q7.8

36

1

6

4.75

.996

206
Descriptive Statistics for Administrators continued
q7.9
36
1
6 4.11

1.282

q7.10

36

1

6

4.17

1.320

q8.1

36

2

6

4.39

1.358

q8.2

36

3

6

5.25

.692

q8.3

36

3

6

4.50

1.159

q9.1

36

4

6

5.47

.609

q9.2

36

1

6

4.06

1.330

q9.3

36

1

6

4.17

1.298

q9.4

36

1

6

4.94

.984

q9.5

36

1

6

4.11

1.469

q9.6

36

1

6

4.06

1.548

q9.7

36

1

6

3.89

1.617

q9.8

36

1

6

4.97

1.230

q9.9

36

1

6

5.11

1.237

q9.10

36

1

6

5.06

1.241

q9.11

36

1

6

5.14

1.222

q9.12

36

1

6

5.14

1.222

q9.13

36

1

6

5.22

1.222

q10.1

36

1

6

4.53

1.576

q10.2

36

1

6

4.92

1.556

q10.3

36

1

6

4.50

1.732

q10.4

36

1

6

5.08

1.360

q10.5

36

1

6

3.86

1.496

q10.6

36

1

6

5.06

1.372

q10.7

36

1

6

5.06

1.372

q11.1

36

1

6

5.08

1.251

q11.2

36

1

6

5.00

1.265

q11.3

36

1

6

4.94

1.218

q11.4

36

1

6

4.92

1.180

q11.5

36

1

6

5.17

1.183

q11.6

36

1

6

4.86

1.199

q11.7

36

1

6

5.22

1.376

q12.1

36

1

6

5.00

1.414
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q12.2

36

1

6

5.06

1.433

q12.3

36

1

6

5.00

1.414

q12.4

36

1

6

4.94

1.433

q12.5

36

1

6

5.03

1.521

q12.6

36

1

6

4.78

1.355

q12.7

36

1

6

4.58

1.556

q12.8

36

1

6

3.58

1.442

q12.9

36

1

6

3.50

1.612

q12.10

36

1

6

4.81

1.369

Valid N
(listwise)

36

Descriptive Statistics for Instructors
Minimu Maximu
N
m
m
q2.1
183
2
6
q2.2
183
1
6

M

SD

4.67

1.294

5.46

.747

q2.3

183

1

6

4.92

1.079

q3.1

183

1

6

3.99

1.475

q3.2

183

1

6

4.23

1.442

q3.3

183

1

6

4.43

1.319

q3.4

183

1

6

4.87

1.129

q4.1

183

1

6

3.97

1.454

q4.2

183

1

6

5.37

.800

q4.3

183

1

6

5.05

1.036

q4.4

183

1

6

5.32

.811

q5.1

183

1

6

4.10

1.487

q5.2

183

1

6

4.15

1.544

q5.3

183

1

6

4.34

1.470

q5.4

183

1

6

3.54

1.781

q6.1

183

3

6

5.75

.502

q6.2

183

5

6

5.84

.371

q6.3

183

3

6

5.77

.471

q6.4

183

3

6

5.80

.454
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q6.5

183

3

6

5.83

.418

q7.1

183

1

6

4.10

1.381

q7.2

183

1

6

4.26

1.344

q7.3

183

1

6

3.48

1.551

q7.4

183

1

6

4.49

1.240

q7.5

183

1

6

5.03

1.013

q7.6

183

1

6

5.38

.700

q7.7

183

1

6

3.80

1.529

q7.8

183

1

6

4.78

1.014

q7.9

183

1

6

3.78

1.551

q7.10

183

1

6

3.62

1.528

q8.1

183

1

6

3.98

1.344

q8.2

183

2

6

4.92

1.102

q8.3

183

1

6

4.14

1.350

q9.1

183

1

6

5.42

.665

q9.2

183

1

6

3.90

1.232

q9.3

183

1

6

4.04

1.262

q9.4

183

1

6

4.90

1.001

q9.5

183

1

6

4.02

1.269

q9.6

183

1

6

4.10

1.340

q9.7

183

1

6

3.91

1.384

q9.8

183

1

6

5.01

.958

q9.9

183

1

6

5.11

.966

q9.10

183

1

6

4.92

1.037

q9.11

183

1

6

5.16

.891

q9.12

183

1

6

5.10

.958

q9.13

183

1

6

5.09

.987

q10.1

183

1

6

4.35

1.663

q10.2

183

1

6

4.65

1.788

q10.3

183

1

6

4.43

1.733

q10.4

183

1

6

4.91

1.655

q10.5

183

1

6

3.66

1.762

q10.6

183

1

6

4.98

1.677
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q10.7

183

1

6

4.70

1.681

q11.1

183

1

6

4.56

1.619

q11.2

183

1

6

4.84

1.532

q11.3

183

1

6

4.80

1.564

q11.4

183

1

6

4.87

1.523

q11.5

183

1

6

4.99

1.530

q11.6

183

1

6

4.78

1.647

q11.7

183

1

6

5.14

1.509

q12.1

183

1

6

5.03

1.620

q12.2

183

1

6

5.10

1.624

q12.3

183

1

6

4.86

1.635

q12.4

183

1

6

4.89

1.620

q12.5

183

1

6

5.04

1.622

q12.6

183

1

6

4.74

1.640

q12.7

183

1

6

4.89

1.647

q12.8

183

1

6

3.63

1.786

q12.9

183

1

6

3.59

1.755

q12.10

183

1

6

4.71

1.706

Valid N
(listwise)

183

Descriptive Statistics for Students
Minimu Maximu
N
m
m
M
q2.1
456
1
6
q2.2
456
1
6
q2.3
456
1
6

SD
4.14

1.439

4.84

1.264

4.52

1.329

q3.1

456

1

6

4.45

1.480

q3.2

456

1

6

4.50

1.497

q3.3

456

1

6

4.68

1.322

q3.4

456

1

6

5.04

.970

q4.1

456

1

6

4.20

1.660

q4.2

456

1

6

4.72

1.592

q4.3

456

1

6

4.53

1.624
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q4.4

456

1

6

4.71

1.589

q5.1

456

1

6

4.49

1.516

q5.2

456

1

6

4.42

1.587

q5.3

456

1

6

4.64

1.392

q5.4

456

1

6

3.84

1.902

q6.1

456

1

6

5.57

.672

q6.2

456

1

6

5.67

.556

q6.3

456

1

6

5.63

.607

q6.4

456

1

6

5.63

.593

q6.5

456

1

6

5.68

.547

q7.1

456

1

6

4.62

1.510

q7.2

456

1

6

4.66

1.526

q7.3

456

1

6

3.83

1.843

q7.4

456

1

6

4.74

1.384

q7.5

456

1

6

5.22

.832

q7.6

456

1

6

5.17

.934

q7.7

456

1

6

4.20

1.700

q7.8

456

1

6

4.77

1.321

q7.9

456

1

6

4.25

1.688

q7.10

456

1

6

4.15

1.720

q8.1

456

1

6

4.45

1.335

q8.2

456

1

6

5.23

.954

q8.3

456

1

6

4.78

1.224

q9.1

456

1

6

5.12

.972

q9.2

456

1

6

4.15

1.238

q9.3

456

1

6

4.38

1.186

q9.4

456

1

6

4.58

1.100

q9.5

456

1

6

4.42

1.153

q9.6

456

1

6

4.44

1.239

q9.7

456

1

6

4.29

1.361

q9.8

456

1

6

4.91

.933

q9.9

456

1

6

4.86

1.004

q9.10

456

1

6

4.83

.940
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q9.11

456

1

6

5.02

.898

q9.12

456

1

6

4.92

.975

q9.13

456

1

6

5.02

.929

q10.1

456

1

6

4.94

.970

q10.2

456

1

6

5.20

.758

q10.3

456

1

6

4.79

1.168

q10.4

456

1

6

5.26

.758

q10.5

456

1

6

4.27

1.246

q10.6

456

1

6

5.21

.777

q10.7

456

1

6

5.27

.706

q11.1

456

1

6

5.01

.858

q11.2

456

1

6

4.70

1.081

q11.3

456

1

6

4.97

.879

q11.4

456

1

6

5.05

.791

q11.5

456

1

6

5.21

.690

q11.6

456

1

6

4.81

.927

q11.7

456

1

6

5.26

.857

q12.1

456

2

6

5.14

.810

q12.2

456

2

6

5.18

.772

q12.3

456

2

6

5.20

.755

q12.4

456

2

6

4.85

1.068

q12.5

456

2

6

5.03

.931

q12.6

456

1

6

4.43

1.247

q12.7

456

1

6

4.78

1.091

q12.8

456

1

6

3.96

1.358

q12.9

456

1

6

4.02

1.427

q12.10

456

1

6

5.09

.809

Valid N
(listwise)

456
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